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The trailer hadn’t been there the day before.
Mel was sure of it. She would’ve noticed something like that—an old Coachmen parked with almost suspicious precision across from her grandmother’s house, backed neatly against the overgrown alley where weeds grew between cracks like green ghosts. The trailer was cream-colored with a fading forest-green stripe and looked like it had been around the country twice before she'd finished high school. But it wasn’t the trailer itself that caught her eye.
It was the sign.
A tall wrought-iron post stood just to the left of the trailer door, curved at the top like a shepherd’s crook. From it hung a small, hand-painted board that read:
“For Little Fixes and Quiet Troubles – Knock Kindly.”
Beneath that swung a cluster of metal charms, shaped like leaves and bells. Every time the wind moved, they gave a soft, delicate chime, like someone gently stirring sugar into a porcelain cup. And above them hung a single green glass lantern, just starting to catch the morning light in a way that made it shimmer gold inside.
Mel stopped on the sidewalk and stared.
She was on her third coffee of the morning, already aching from lifting half-rotten boxes out of the basement, and still hadn’t found the ashes or the uniform. Now this. This odd, charming, completely out-of-place little offering across the street. The trailer’s windows were curtained from the inside. No sign of movement.
Mel squinted, muttered, “Nope,” and kept walking.
She didn’t have time for cryptic signs or cute roadside fortune-tellers. Her grandmother was dead. Her grandfather had been dead longer. And someone had to clean the place out.
It might as well be her.
───────────────
The house had stopped smelling like anyone a long time ago.
Mel pushed open the front door with her shoulder and stepped into the quiet. The air inside was dry and tired. Her grandmother’s things were still everywhere—the coat on the peg, the ceramic rooster cookie jar, the lace tablecloth yellowed with age—but none of it felt inhabited. As if Mags had slowly been slipping out of the house one breath at a time over the past ten years, leaving only the shell behind.
The lawyer said the ashes were in the house. And the uniform—her grandfather’s Army dress blues—were supposedly packed “with care.”
She hadn’t found either.
Mel looked up at the attic hatch with dread. The pull cord swung slightly, though the ceiling fan hadn’t been on in years. She reached up, grabbed it, and yanked.
The ladder dropped with a groan that echoed through the silence.
“Let’s get it over with,” she muttered, and started climbing.
───────────────
It was dusk by the time she came down again, cobwebs in her hair and dust on her teeth. She’d made a pile of half-crushed boxes on the second floor landing and found a whole collection of nothing: expired spices, old birthday cards, a snow globe from Niagara Falls. No ashes. No uniform. Not even a clue.
She stepped outside to get some air, dragging a broken lamp and an old shoebox toward the trash bin. That’s when she saw it again.
The lantern.
It had lit up.
The green glass now glowed warm gold from the inside, as if a small star had been tucked in behind its panes. The bell charms shimmered in the windless dusk. Mel stared.
She stood there a long moment, the trash bag hanging from her fingers. Then she crossed the street.
Her boots crunched the gravel as she stopped in front of the trailer’s door. She didn’t believe in fate, or signs, or anything that couldn’t be explained with hard facts and an Excel sheet. But the house had felt emptier today than ever before. And something about this trailer, this sign, felt like a thread she didn’t know she’d been following.
She knocked.
The door opened a second later, smooth and quiet, as if it had been expecting her.
The man who stood there was… not what she expected. He was tall and solid, dressed simply in soft corduroy pants and a gray shirt with the sleeves rolled back to strong forearms. His red hair was sun-warm and tied loosely at the back of his neck, and his green eyes crinkled slightly at the corners, like he’d spent his life learning how to smile without saying a word. He smelled faintly of lavender and sandalwood.
“You fix things?” Mel asked, narrowing her eyes.
He tilted his head. “Some things.”
“I don’t need healing crystals or whatever. I just need help going through an attic full of junk and maybe finding a ghost.”
“You’re looking for a ghost?” he asked.
“No. I mean—” She stopped, rubbed the back of her neck. “Forget it. I just saw the sign. Figured it was worth a knock.”
He stepped back slightly and gestured inside. “There’s tart. Pear and honey. I’ll bring gloves.”
She blinked. “That wasn’t a yes.”
“It’s the only kind I give.”
She hesitated—but only for a second. Then she stepped into the warm, herb-scented trailer, where the candlelight glowed like memory and the soft chime of bells followed her in.
Inside the trailer, the light was soft and golden, like the warmth just before sleep. A few beeswax candles flickered in antique holders. Dried rosemary and lavender hung in tied bunches above the window. The scent in the air was a blend of tea, parchment, and something faintly like baked apples.
Tarren poured her a cup of something that smelled woodsy and gentle—chamomile, maybe, or nettle—and slid a plate toward her with a still-warm slice of pear and honey tart. The crust was golden and flaky. The filling shimmered in the lamplight.
Mel took a cautious bite. Her stomach, which had been clenched in knots all day, released the smallest of sighs.
“I’m Mel,” she said finally.
“I’m Tarren,” he replied, as though that were enough explanation for everything—his sign, his trailer, his uncanny quietness.
She swallowed another bite, set the fork down. “You always feed people who come knocking?”
“Only the hungry ones,” he said.
───────────────
The attic groaned as they climbed into it together, flashlight in one hand and a battered canvas tote bag of tools in the other. Tarren had tied a cloth around his face and offered Mel one too. She accepted with a muttered “thanks,” then blinked in the beam of her flashlight.
The space was packed.
Cardboard boxes were stacked in long-forgotten pyramids, many slumping in on themselves. A row of shelves lined the far wall, half-buried in quilt scraps and mildewed books. A dress form stood in the corner like a sleeping ghost.
“Well,” Mel said, “if the dust doesn’t kill us, the emotional trauma might.”
Tarren chuckled. “Let’s work clockwise. Start by opening what feels lightest.”
“You say that like it’s a spell.”
“Isn’t it?”
She snorted, but there was a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. Just a flicker. She crouched beside a box labeled “SPRING DECOR” and peeled back the tape. Inside: paper flowers, some bent beyond saving. Plastic Easter eggs. A pink ceramic bunny with one chipped ear.
Mel sighed and pulled it all out.
They worked in a quiet rhythm. Mel cleared. Tarren sorted. He moved slowly, respectfully, like the boxes were people waiting to be understood. Every so often, he hummed—not a song, exactly, just a tuneless vibration that made the space feel less hollow.
Half an hour in, Mel’s flashlight flicked across a large cedar trunk tucked behind an old steamer case. The lid had a brass latch, rusted but still functional. She clicked her tongue.
“This was hers. Mags. She never let me open it when I was a kid. Swore it was full of secrets.”
Tarren looked at her, eyes gentle. “Let’s find out if she was right.”
They knelt together as she popped the latch.
Inside: lace. Piles of it—edges of table runners, a delicate shawl, a folded handkerchief with a monogram stitched in fine thread. Beneath those: a cracked clutch purse and a faded photo album. Tucked into the side panel was something wrapped in old tissue paper and tied with blue ribbon.
Mel stilled.
She reached for it, but stopped halfway. “I think these are letters.”
Tarren didn’t press. He didn’t even lean closer. He just said, “You don’t have to open them right now.”
“I’m not here for nostalgia,” she said. “I’m just trying to find the ashes and the uniform.”
“And maybe a few things in between.”
She gave him a sideways look. “You really believe in all this ‘meant to find’ stuff?”
Tarren smiled faintly. “I believe things find us when we need them.”
Mel looked down at the bundle, then placed it on top of the shawl and shut the lid.
“Not yet,” she said.
───────────────
Back downstairs, the air felt different.
Warmer.
The living room still bore the signs of disuse—dust in the corners, yellowed newspaper pages under a coffee mug—but something had shifted. Tarren had lit a candle and set it near the window, beside a vase of dried lavender he’d found under the kitchen sink. Mel didn’t remember him putting it there.
“You know where things go,” she muttered.
Tarren shrugged. “I just listen.”
They took a break in the kitchen. Mel had unearthed a chipped mug from the cabinet and washed it twice before pouring herself some of Tarren’s tea. He refilled her plate with tart, then took a seat across from her at the small wooden table.
“Tell me about them,” he said. Not a demand. Just an invitation.
Mel tapped the mug with one finger. “Mags was… tough. The kind of woman who kept a pair of shears in her purse and once threw a squirrel out of the kitchen with a broom.”
Tarren grinned. “Sounds like someone I would’ve liked.”
“She had this old radio,” Mel went on. “She’d put it on during thunderstorms and slow-dance by herself in the kitchen. I asked her once why. She said ‘because I know how.’”
Tarren didn’t speak. He let the moment hold.
“My grandpa—James—he was different. Quieter. He wore socks with sandals and told the worst knock-knock jokes. Used to hum old songs like the radio was always on in his head.”
“You said you’re looking for his uniform?”
Mel nodded. “They wanted to be buried together. Military honors. The whole thing. But she…” Her voice trailed off. “I don’t know. It’s like she couldn’t let go of him. Maybe she hid the ashes on purpose.”
“Maybe she just didn’t know how to say goodbye.”
Mel looked down. “Yeah.”
───────────────
As twilight deepened, they moved to the back hallway closet.
Behind a row of winter coats, they found a cedar garment bag. Inside was a suit—dark blue, with crisp gold buttons and shoulder pins still gleaming faintly beneath the plastic. James’s dress uniform. Mel’s breath caught.
“This is it,” she whispered.
Tarren gently reached out and pulled the bag open wider, revealing the full length of the coat. He placed one hand near the breast pocket and murmured something too soft to hear. Mel stepped back and let him finish. It felt… right, somehow.
“I still need to find the ashes,” she said, her voice steadier.
“We will,” he replied.
And for the first time since she’d arrived, Mel believed it.
They left the uniform on the hall chair, draped carefully in its garment bag, like someone might come collect it in the morning.
The air in the house had shifted again. Mel could feel it—something looser in her shoulders, something easier in the way her boots no longer thudded with every step. Even the kitchen seemed brighter, though neither of them had touched a light.
Tarren boiled water on the trailer’s stove and returned with two steaming mugs of tea—this time something darker, earthy. He set them down without a word, then sat back across from her at the table like this was a habit they'd had for years.
Mel tapped her fingers against her mug. The letters sat in the middle of the table now, untied but untouched. She’d carried them down from the attic in silence, pressed flat between two cookbooks she hadn’t remembered loving until she saw them again. One had jam stains on the cover. She couldn’t remember whose.
“I keep thinking if I open them, she’ll show up,” Mel said quietly. “Tell me to put them back.”
“She’s gone,” Tarren said gently. “But her voice doesn’t have to be.”
Mel’s fingers hesitated on the top letter. Then, slowly, she unfolded it.
The paper was soft and yellowed with time. The handwriting was careful, slanted slightly right, each word shaped with purpose. A pressed violet had fallen from the envelope when she opened it, brittle but still purple.
She cleared her throat and began to read aloud.
“June 4th, 1953
 My Mags,
 I dreamed about your hands again last night. You were holding the sugar bowl just the way you do when you’re thinking, and I could see that little scar by your thumb. I miss that scar like I miss your laugh—faint, constant, always mine.
 It rained last night here. The kind of rain that smells like grass and smoke. I sat under the overhang with a book I wasn’t reading and thought about the way your hair curls when it’s damp.
 If I make it home before Christmas, I want to take you dancing again. I want to wear that ridiculous checked tie you hate and spill wine on your mother’s carpet and pretend we don’t notice.
 I hope you’re smiling while you read this.
 Yours, always—
 James”
Mel blinked. She didn’t look up.
“He wasn’t like that out loud,” she said after a while. “Not that I ever saw. He was all groan-worthy puns and little winks. I didn’t know he could write like this.”
“Sometimes people save their softest parts for paper,” Tarren said.
Mel ran a thumb across the edge of the page. “She used to tell me he was silly. ‘The kind of man who trips on rugs and blames the dog.’ But I remember when he’d make her tea, he’d always warm the cup first with hot water. Every single time.”
She looked up. “Is that a love language? Tea temperature?”
Tarren smiled. “Absolutely.”
───────────────
Later, after they’d cleaned out the coat closet and wiped down the dining room windows, Mel asked if she could read another.
Tarren was sweeping the corners, quietly humming again. He stopped when she spoke and gave her a small nod.
She unfolded the second letter.
This one was dated months later. It was shorter, but the ink was smudged in a few places, as though he'd written it in the rain or cried while doing it—though the handwriting never faltered.
“September 19th, 1953
 Dearest Mags,
 I danced tonight, even without you. The boys laughed, but I couldn’t help it. They had a violin playing on the radio, and it reminded me of that night by the lake. You wore blue and the hem got soaked, but you wouldn’t stop spinning.
 The moon was out here tonight. No stars, just the big round light like a pearl floating over the earth. I pretended you were dancing beneath it, too.
 I hope your mother’s being kind. I hope your sewing machine’s still humming.
 I love you so much it aches.
 Yours,
 James”
Mel was crying before she finished.
“Damn it,” she muttered, swiping at her eyes.
Tarren didn’t speak. He walked to the kitchen and pulled open a drawer without asking—like the house had told him where to look—and handed her a square of cloth. It was soft and hand-stitched in the corner with a tiny floral border. Her grandmother’s work.
“Thanks,” she said thickly.
She folded the letter carefully and returned it to the stack.
“I thought I’d come here and just… donate stuff. Find the ashes. Do the bare minimum. I didn’t think I’d care about the lace or the jam books or a man writing about moonlight.”
“But you do,” Tarren said simply.
“Yeah.” She swallowed. “Yeah, I do.”
───────────────
That night, after Tarren returned to his trailer, Mel stayed in the kitchen.
She read three more letters in silence, lighting a single candle and placing it in the old brass holder by the window. The flickering light danced across the faded lace curtains. Outside, she could see the trailer still glowing, the green lantern swaying gently in the breeze.
At some point, she looked down and realized her grandmother’s teacup—delicate, chipped, with a pale pink rose pattern—was in front of her, half full of warm nettle tea.
She didn’t remember getting it from the cabinet. She didn’t remember pouring the tea.
But it tasted exactly like memory.
By morning, the house didn’t feel quite as empty.
The air still held the coolness of a home that hadn’t been lived in for months, but something in the way the sunlight touched the floors made it feel gentler, less hollow. A few of the curtains had been pulled open. The lace no longer looked yellow—just soft.
Mel found Tarren already in the kitchen, sitting at the table with a slice of buttered toast and a fresh notebook open beside him. He’d brought in a bundle of rosemary and hung it in the window like a welcome charm.
“You always up this early?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.
“I don’t sleep in places that don’t know me yet,” he replied with a smile. “This one’s starting to remember.”
She made a face at that, but she didn’t disagree.
───────────────
They worked the house room by room.
The kitchen came first. Mel opened drawers and pulled out old rolling pins, mismatched measuring cups, a tin box labeled Birthday Candles - DO NOT THROW OUT. Inside, she found candles worn to stubs, each a different color, the wax melted into strange shapes. One still had a bit of frosting clinging to it.
“Grandpa used to save these,” she muttered. “Said if you used the same candle every year, the wish got stronger.”
She looked at Tarren. “Is that true?”
He considered. “If it mattered to him, then yes.”
In the back of the pantry, she found a glass jar filled with slips of paper—each one a scribbled recipe in her grandmother’s handwriting. The corners were grease-stained and smudged with flour. Tarren held one up gently. “This one’s for plum crumble. Says to ‘bake it until it smells like August.’”
Mel laughed. “She hated timers.”
───────────────
The garden shed came next. They pried open the swollen door and stepped into a world of rusted shears and clay pots. But near the back, tucked in a plastic grocery bag, they found a pair of dusty silver dance shoes. They were wrapped in wax paper, the heels worn, the soles soft with memory.
Mel held them like something sacred. “She said she stopped dancing when he got sick. I didn’t think she meant it literally.”
Tarren didn’t speak, but he reached up and opened the tiny loft above the shelves. A small music box sat there, buried beneath seed catalogs and an old bag of marbles. When Mel wound it, it played a trembling, off-key waltz.
For a moment, neither of them moved.
Then Mel whispered, “They used to dance in the living room when they thought I was asleep. Always barefoot. Always slow.”
───────────────
The bedroom was the last space to be touched.
Mel paused at the door, her hand on the knob. “I haven’t been in here since the day she died.”
Tarren gave her space. He waited until she opened it herself.
The bed was still made, tight as a drum. On the nightstand: a pressed handkerchief, a pair of reading glasses, and a tiny framed photo of Mags and James on their wedding day. They looked young. She was holding his lapel like she owned the world.
Mel picked up the photo and sat on the edge of the bed.
“She always said he wasn’t very brave. That she had to propose to him three times before he got the hint.”
“She sounds fierce,” Tarren said, settling gently into the chair near the window.
“She was.”
Mel pulled another letter from the pocket of her hoodie and unfolded it slowly. “This one was dated the week before he came home.”
“December 17th, 1953
 Mags,
 I dreamed last night that I came home and your hair was full of snow. You’d been waiting at the station, but the train was late, and you didn’t want to miss me.
 If I see snow when I get there, I’m going to pretend it means you’re still waiting. I’ll wear the coat you hate—the one with the red collar. I’m bringing the black button you gave me, still in my wallet.
 I’m scared you won’t recognize me. Or that I won’t recognize myself.
 But if I see you first, I’ll kiss you before I say anything. I want the first thing I taste when I come home to be you.
 Tell your mother I’m coming. Tell the dog to sleep on the couch.
 Tell yourself to trust me.
 Always,
 James”
Mel didn’t say anything for a long while.
She just held the letter, then folded it and slid it carefully back into the envelope. “They were stupid in love,” she said eventually. “Even when they pretended they weren’t.”
Tarren stood, brushing dust from his hands. “That kind of love leaves a print. You feel it even after it’s gone.”
Mel looked around the room. The air had changed again—lighter, almost fragrant, like the scent of dried roses and old perfume.
“I think they’re still here,” she said.
“They left something behind,” Tarren agreed.
“Like what?”
“Enough,” he said simply.
───────────────
By late afternoon, the house felt... softer. Lived in. Like it had exhaled.
Mel paused at the threshold of the living room, where Tarren had rearranged a few things. Nothing dramatic—just small acts. A quilt had been folded and placed across the back of the sofa. The candle on the windowsill was replaced with a newer one, clean and white. The dried bouquet she’d nearly thrown out now sat in a glass jar near the fireplace.
It was the same house.
But it wasn’t.
Mel placed the letters carefully in a wooden box she’d found in the sewing cabinet. She tied them again with the original blue ribbon and set the box on the old radio console, right where her grandmother used to keep her car keys.
Tarren stepped beside her.
“They belonged here,” she said.
“So do you,” he replied.
She blinked hard and didn’t answer.
───────────────
That night, they sat on the back steps watching the stars come out.
Mel poured them both cider from a bottle she’d found behind the stove, the label half-peeled and dusty.
“You think all of this—” she waved a hand, “—matters? The lace and letters and shoes?”
Tarren sipped his cider. “I think the things we keep are like spells. They hold what we’re afraid to lose.”
“And when we’re ready to let go?”
“Then we leave them behind with gratitude.”
She looked down at her cider, then up at the sky. “I never told her goodbye.”
Tarren didn’t say anything.
He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a thin roll of lavender, bound in string.
“Burn this at their burial,” he said. “It’s for warmth. For the journey.”
Mel held it in her palm.
She didn’t say thank you.
She didn’t need to.
The next morning, Mel woke to the smell of cinnamon and cedar.
She shuffled into the kitchen still wearing yesterday’s hoodie, only to find Tarren barefoot, humming quietly to himself as he pulled something from the oven. The air was warm, spiced, alive.
“I found the last of her cinnamon in a sealed jar,” he said, setting a tray of hand pies on the stove. “Didn’t want it to go to waste.”
Mel rubbed her eyes. “Are you always like this?”
He glanced at her. “I only bake in homes that remember how to be homes.”
She didn’t know what to say to that. So she grabbed two plates.
───────────────
Later that day, while sorting through a cabinet of books and keepsakes, Mel found a small black-and-white photograph wedged between the pages of an old hymnal. It showed Mags and James at a train station, barely more than twenty. He was in uniform. She was wearing a long coat and gloves, her hand wrapped tightly around his.
Mel sat on the floor with the photo and the box of letters beside her. She pulled out one dated February 1954, the first written after he returned.
“Home—finally
 Mags,
 You looked so angry when I stepped off that train. I thought I’d made the biggest mistake by coming home.
 Then you kissed me. And the world righted itself.
 Your hair smelled like soap. Your hands were cold. You gave me the button back.
 I still don’t know what I did to deserve you. But I will spend the rest of our time trying to be worthy.
 I never want to leave again.
 Yours always,
 James”
As Mel read, she could see them—young, determined, flawed, and fiercely in love. The words were tender but real. Not perfect, not scripted. Honest.
“I always thought she was the tough one,” Mel murmured aloud. “But these letters… he had her wrapped around his pinky.”
“She gave him that pinky,” Tarren replied. He was kneeling beside a side table, gently dusting a carved wooden box. “She just didn’t want anyone to know.”
Mel laughed. “She’d haunt me if she knew I was talking about her like this.”
“She’d thank you.”
───────────────
In the late afternoon, Mel brought down a tin box from the top of the hall closet. She hadn’t known what was in it—only that her grandmother always kept it “for emergencies.”
Inside: photos, dance cards, a dried corsage, a tiny pressed flower inside wax paper.
And a single folded napkin.
Written in ink across it, in looping handwriting: “She said yes. 1960. Finally.”
Mel covered her mouth with her hand.
“Holy crap. She really did propose to him.”
Tarren looked up from his corner. “And he kept the napkin.”
───────────────
They sat together in the living room with the windows open, the candle on the sill flickering in the breeze. Outside, the green lantern on Tarren’s trailer glowed quietly as the sky darkened toward evening.
Mel pulled her knees up to her chest, a quilt wrapped around her shoulders. The love letters were stacked beside her in neat bundles. She ran her fingers over them, slow and careful.
“My parents weren’t like this,” she said. “They were all business and distance. Divorce by the time I hit middle school. After that, I stayed here more than home.”
She looked over at Tarren. “You ever been in love?”
He gave a thoughtful pause. “Once. Briefly. He was more afraid of himself than of being alone.”
“What happened?”
“I let him go,” Tarren said softly. “Sometimes that’s what love is too.”
Mel nodded like she understood.
───────────────
That night, she dreamed she was standing in the old kitchen with young Mags.
Not the bed-bound Mags she remembered from recent years. But younger—vibrant, sharp-eyed, hair pinned high and practical.
They were baking together. Mags was humming something, and Mel was wearing one of her old aprons, too big in the neck, too tight in the waist.
“I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with him, you know,” Mags said.
“Why not?” Mel asked in the dream.
“He was too gentle. I thought I needed someone sharper. Turns out, I was already sharp enough.”
Then she handed Mel a folded letter from inside her apron pocket.
“Tell him I kept every one.”
───────────────
Mel woke with a start.
She climbed from the sofa and went to the shelf in the dining room—one she hadn’t touched yet. At the very back, behind a ceramic hen, was a small wooden box. She opened it.
Inside were letters addressed to James.
Not in his hand—in hers.
Dozens of them.
She wasn’t just reading his story.
She had only been reading half of it.
───────────────
Later, sitting with Tarren at the edge of the garden, Mel held one of Mags’ letters in her hands. She read it aloud, voice trembling just a little.
“October 1953
 James,
 I know you think I’m made of iron, but I’m not.
 When I go to bed at night, I hold your sweater and press my face to it like it can carry me to sleep.
 I don’t want to be brave. I want to be beside you.
 And when you come home, I want a new start—not from scratch, just from truth.
 Let’s grow old like we’re still young.
 Let’s dance in the kitchen until our knees give out.
 I love you.
 I miss you.
 I’m waiting.
 —M”
Tarren looked over at her. “She never left him,” he said.
“No,” Mel whispered. “She just couldn’t let go of him.”
She pressed the letter to her heart and let herself cry—not because she was sad, but because something had finally broken open inside of her. Not broken like damage.
Broken like light.
hey found the ashes on the third morning, in the most mundane of places.
The hearth hadn’t been used in years, but it still bore signs of life—an old poker, a rusted matchbox, a lumpy pair of knit slippers sitting just to the side. Mel was dusting the mantel when her hand slipped against the edge and knocked something loose from behind the grate.
A small tin canister, simple and unmarked.
She froze.
Tarren, kneeling nearby with a brush and dustpan, looked up immediately. “Mel?”
She crouched, pulled it into the light, and unscrewed the lid. Inside was a sealed plastic bag, labeled in her grandmother’s distinct, careful cursive: James – keep near the fire. A folded square of blue cloth was tucked beneath the bag.
Mel didn’t speak.
She sat back against the wall and let out a long, steadying breath.
“She kept him here,” she said softly. “Right here, by the fire. Not hidden. Not forgotten. Just… close.”
Tarren said nothing, but he reached over and gently took her hand. She didn’t pull away.
After a moment, she laughed. Just once—sharp and wet. “I really thought she’d let the whole thing slide. That she’d gotten too tired to care.”
“She didn’t forget,” Tarren said. “She just wasn’t ready to say goodbye.”
Mel wiped at her eyes and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I get that now.”
───────────────
They laid everything out on the dining room table.
The dress uniform was freshly aired and brushed. The ashes were resealed in a new wooden box that Tarren had quietly carried out of his trailer that morning, just in case. Mel had placed the letters—both his and hers—into an envelope wrapped in linen, tied with that same ribbon from the attic.
She included the violet.
She included the button.
And she included the napkin with “She said yes.”
“Will this all fit in the burial case?” Tarren asked.
“Barely,” Mel said, smiling.
───────────────
That evening, they sat on the front porch, the house behind them now warm with lamplight and lavender. The candle still burned in the kitchen window. The air smelled like cinnamon and old wood. From the neighbor’s yard came the chirp of evening crickets.
Mel held the bundle of lavender Tarren had given her—fresh and fragrant, wrapped in a twist of copper wire.
“I don’t know if I believe in the gods and all that,” she said. “But this… this helped.”
“Belief isn’t a door that opens or closes,” Tarren replied. “It’s a window. Sometimes you only need to crack it.”
She looked at him, then back at the stars.
“I kept trying to do this without feeling it,” she said. “Just get it over with. Make arrangements. Empty drawers. Check it off the list.”
“But she wasn’t paperwork.”
Mel shook her head. “No. She was lace and stubbornness and lemon bars. And he was…” She trailed off, then smiled. “He was wind chimes and terrible jokes and dancing with her when her knees went bad.”
Tarren leaned back against the step railing, stretching out his legs.
“She left all of this for you,” he said.
“She didn’t mean to.”
“Doesn’t matter. You were meant to find it.”
───────────────
At sunrise, they drove to the cemetery.
It was a quiet plot, tucked at the edge of town where pine trees grew close together and wind moved through the grass in slow waves. Mel carried the ashes in both hands. Tarren followed with the satchel of letters and personal things.
The burial was private. Just them.
Mel placed the box beside the plot where her grandmother now rested. There was space between the names—a quiet pause. She’d left it that way on purpose.
Now, she understood why.
She knelt, took the lavender, and struck a match. The flame danced quickly along the stems, releasing a scent that filled the still morning with something sharp and familiar. Tarren murmured something beneath his breath, calling the corners—just softly, just for her.
And Mel whispered, “Thank you. For everything. For keeping him close. For waiting.”
She tucked a letter into the soil and pressed it down with her fingers.
The wind picked up just slightly.
It smelled like violets and cedar and dust warmed by sun.
───────────────
That night, back at the house, Mel brought Tarren a slice of pie.
It was awkwardly made—slightly overbaked and cracked at the edges—but it tasted right. She handed it to him on one of her grandmother’s plates.
“I can’t believe you’re actually leaving tomorrow,” she said.
“I don’t stay,” he replied gently. “I pass through.”
“You always bake pie and light candles and fix people’s ghosts?”
“Only when I’m invited.”
Mel snorted. “I didn’t invite you.”
“You knocked.”
She laughed.
He reached into his coat and handed her something—his own copy of one of James’s letters, transcribed in his careful hand. At the bottom, in small script, he had written:
“They remembered how to love. So can you.”
Mel read it twice, then folded it neatly.
When she looked up, the green lantern on his trailer was glowing again, casting quiet shadows over the grass.
“You’re some kind of witch,” she said.
Tarren stood, smiled, and said only, “Just a man who listens.”
───────────────
As he drove away the next morning, Mel stood on the porch with her arms crossed against the wind. The house looked warmer now. The curtains danced in the open window. The scent of lavender and cinnamon still lingered in the hall.
Inside, the box of letters sat beside the radio.
And on the kitchen table, Mel had started writing one of her own.
Tarren’s trailer was gone by midmorning.
Mel hadn’t heard the engine start, hadn’t caught the sound of gravel crunching as the truck pulled away. She only noticed the absence when she stepped outside with a cup of coffee and found the grass where the trailer had stood pressed flat, the signpost still there—but empty.
The green lantern was gone.
So was the bell.
But something else had been left behind.
Near the fence, nestled between two tufts of dry grass, was a small square of wood—burned with a quiet inscription in curling script:
“Some houses need remembering. So do the hearts inside them.”
Mel stared at it for a long time before picking it up and taking it inside.
───────────────
The house felt different now.
Not finished. Not perfect. But different.
She’d spent the rest of the previous night moving slowly from room to room, placing things where they felt right. The old cookie tin went beside the recipe cards. The sewing box returned to the foot of the bed. The letters stayed on the bookshelf near the lace curtain.
She lit a candle that morning, not because she needed light, but because she liked the way it flickered.
The kitchen still smelled faintly of pie and tea.
Her grandmother would’ve hated the crust.
───────────────
Later that afternoon, Mel sat at the dining room table with a pen in her hand.
She hadn’t written a real letter in years. Texts, emails, memos—sure. But something about the process of putting ink to paper felt different. Slower. More honest.
She wasn’t writing to her grandmother, or her grandfather. Not this time.
She was writing to someone she hadn’t spoken to in months.
Dear Ana,
 I don’t know if this will make it past your front desk, or if you even still live on Juniper Street, but I’ve been thinking about you. A lot.
 I found a box of letters in my grandparents’ house, and they reminded me what real love sounds like—not perfect, but soft, and patient, and stubborn in all the best ways.
 I’m not writing to ask for anything. I just wanted you to know that I’m starting to understand. And I hope you’re doing okay.
 Love always,
 Mel
She sealed it with tape and set it on the counter, just beside her keys.
───────────────
The next day, she visited the cemetery one last time.
She brought fresh lavender and a copy of her favorite letter—James’s note about the dance, the rain, the moon. She tucked it into the soil beneath the small plaque now engraved with both names.
Margaret Cross
 James Cross
 Always, always.
As she stood up, a breeze moved gently through the pines.
It smelled like pine sap, stone, and sun-warmed earth.
Mel whispered, “Thank you,” and meant it.
───────────────
That evening, she stood in the kitchen and made her grandmother’s lemon bars.
She had to try twice to get the crust right. She burned the first batch and underbaked the second. But the third attempt came out golden at the edges and tart enough to make her eyes water just a little.
She placed one on a plate and left it by the open window.
Just in case someone passing through might be hungry.
───────────────
On the edge of town, a weather-worn Ford truck rolled onto the open road.
The trailer followed, the green lantern hanging silent, unlit, waiting.
The signpost folded down into place, tucked away for the next stop.
Inside the trailer, the bookshelf rattled slightly over a turn in the road. A small box of pressed violets shifted beside a teacup, a slip of folded paper resting gently inside.
It read:
“They remembered how to love. So can you.”
And somewhere in the world, another porch light flickered on.
A bell chimed softly.
And the quiet magic of small spaces carried on.
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By the time Tarren rolled into Juniper Hollow, the town had stopped waiting for the rain.
It had been ninety-two days since the last drop touched the cracked earth. Not that anyone was counting anymore. Counting meant hope, and hope was something most folks had folded up and stored in the backs of their minds, like the brittle garden gloves still hanging on their porch hooks—untouched since spring.
Tarren’s old Ford truck pulled gently off the sun-bleached highway and coasted down the town’s one paved road. The windows were down. The heat came in like breath. On either side of him, shuttered shops stood beneath peeling signs. A gas station with an out-of-order pump. A post office closed two days a week because of “light staffing.” A dog slept in the shade behind a bench carved with the words: Welcome to Juniper Hollow—Where We Wait for the Wind.
He parked beside a long-abandoned diner at the far end of town. The place had once been called Rosa’s, according to the faded pink lettering arched above its curved windows. A few sun-warped barstools still sat bolted to the cracked patio. Someone had painted flowers on the front door once—roses, cheerful and red—but time had stripped most of their color away.
Tarren cut the engine and stepped out into the silence.
He was barefoot. He often was when he first arrived somewhere. He liked to feel the ground.
The heat rolled up through his feet, dry and tired. Not angry, exactly. Just weary.
He walked around to the back of the trailer and began to unpack.
The routine was quiet and practiced. He unfolded a slender wrought-iron signpost and planted it carefully into the dirt beside the trailer steps. From the hook at the top, he hung a small, deep green glass lantern. The moment it touched the air, it gave off the faintest shimmer, as though it had caught the sun even before the sun noticed it.
Then came the charm: a cluster of soft copper bells, shaped like seedpods and dangling from leather cord. He tied it below the lantern with a steady hand.
Finally, he hung the sign.
“For Little Fixes and Quiet Troubles – Knock Kindly.”
The wind picked up, dry and whispering. The bells answered with a hush of soft notes.
───────────────
The next few hours passed with the stillness of places that have forgotten how to move.
Tarren swept the trailer’s step, checked the water filter, unpacked a loaf of honey bread he’d made three towns ago. He drank cold tea with lemon and mint and watched the light slide down the stucco buildings across the street like it was too tired to climb anymore.
A single boy on a bicycle passed. A woman in a wide-brimmed hat watered a dead plant anyway. No one stopped. No one waved.
That evening, Tarren lit the lantern.
The green glass glowed softly, as if the warmth inside it wasn’t fire, but memory.
Inside, he brewed a new tea—his fingers moving slowly over the bundles of dried herbs clipped to the small spice rail above the stove. Lemon verbena. A pinch of holy basil. A sprig of desert sage tied with white thread.
He held the kettle in both hands as the steam curled upward, and he whispered a name he’d not yet heard: the name of the town, breathed like a spell. Not to command. Just to listen.
“Juniper Hollow,” he said, and the steam rose like a promise.
He poured the tea into a clay mug and brought it outside, setting it on the railing of the trailer’s step.
Then he sat.
And waited.
───────────────
The first thing Emil Reyes noticed was the lantern.
It was glowing when he came by the next morning to check on the loose gate behind Rosa’s. Not that it mattered—no one was breaking in. There was nothing left to steal.
But the light pulled his eye.
Then he saw the trailer. The sign. The green glass and the copper bells.
Strangers were rare in Juniper Hollow. Strangers with signs were even rarer.
The last time someone came into town unannounced was a travelling preacher with a tent and a dusty Bible. He stayed three days, preached to twelve people, then left when his tires melted on the blacktop and the grocery store ran out of bottled water.
This man wasn’t preaching.
He was reading.
Emil paused behind a telephone pole, watching as the red-haired stranger sat on the trailer’s step, tea in hand, eyes half-closed like he was listening to the town breathe.
He wore a loose shirt, rolled at the sleeves, and sat with his feet bare against the dirt like it didn’t bother him. Like he belonged to the dust.
Then the man opened his eyes—and looked straight at Emil.
Emil shifted uncomfortably.
The man smiled.
It wasn’t a salesman’s smile.
It wasn’t a “you’re in danger” smile, either.
It was just... kind.
Emil stepped out from behind the pole.
“I think your trailer step’s crooked,” he said.
The man raised an eyebrow, glancing down. “Is it?”
“I’m a handyman,” Emil offered. “I notice those things.”
The man nodded once. “Then I hope you’ll fix it.”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“If you’re charging to hand out tea and stare at people.”
“Only when I’m stared at first.”
Emil blinked. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled.
“I’m Tarren,” the man said, holding out a hand.
“Emil.”
Their hands met—rough against calm. Strong against steady.
It wasn’t thunder.
But it felt like something was coming.
The trailer step was crooked.
Emil crouched to inspect it, one hand already reaching for the multitool clipped to his belt. “Bolts are loose,” he said without looking up. “Probably from heat warping the wood.”
“Or maybe it just wanted an excuse,” Tarren said from the step above.
“An excuse?”
“To bring you here.”
Emil gave a low huff of amusement. “You always this weird?”
“Only when I’m being honest.”
He pulled a small folded towel from his pocket, laid it across the trailer step, and began working. Tarren stayed where he was, feet bare, sipping slowly from his tea.
For a while, they didn’t talk.
Juniper Hollow didn’t make much noise to compete with—just the occasional flap of something dry in the wind, or the faint rattle of a shutter not properly latched. The trailer seemed to blend into the town like it had always been there. Like it knew how to wait.
“You passing through?” Emil asked eventually.
“For now,” Tarren said. “I stop where I’m needed.”
“Someone here need something?”
Tarren tilted his head. “Maybe.”
Emil squinted up at him. “Do you always talk like a fortune cookie?”
“No,” Tarren replied. “Sometimes I just bake.”
That made Emil smile a little more than he meant to. He stood, brushing his palms off on his jeans.
“That should hold,” he said, nodding toward the step. “Might need a full replacement if you stay more than a week.”
“I usually don’t.”
Emil’s smile faded just slightly. He nodded, said, “Alright, then,” and turned to go.
He had reached the end of the block when Tarren called after him, voice easy, not loud.
“There’s tea, if you’re thirsty.”
Emil paused.
His mouth was dry. And he couldn’t remember the last time someone had offered him anything just to be kind.
He turned.
───────────────
The trailer’s inside was cooler than expected.
Not in temperature—the air was still thick with heat—but in tone. It smelled like rosemary and something citrusy, like lemon peel left out to dry. Emil’s eyes scanned the walls, taking in shelves stacked with jars and books, candles of every shape and size, a few herbs tied with cotton string. On the table sat a PS5, a chipped bowl of polished stones, and what looked like an old compass with no needle.
“You live in this?” he asked.
Tarren handed him a cup of tea. “For now.”
“It’s like a thrift shop and a garden shed had a baby.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
Emil took a sip of the tea. It was light, a little grassy, and surprisingly refreshing.
“What’s in this?”
“Lemon verbena. Sage. Wild mint. A little rosemary.”
Emil’s brow furrowed. “From around here?”
Tarren nodded. “Dried, not fresh. This place doesn’t give much anymore.”
“Hasn’t rained in months.”
“I know.”
That was all he said.
───────────────
They drank in silence for a few minutes. Emil sat on the bench beneath the trailer’s window while Tarren leaned against the countertop, watching the way the dust glowed in the light. Neither spoke again until Emil cleared his throat and said, “My mom used to make tea like this.”
Tarren didn’t press. He just nodded.
“She’d put lemon peel in everything,” Emil added. “Even stew, once.”
“Smart woman,” Tarren said.
“She passed this spring.”
A beat of quiet followed. Emil wasn’t sure why he said it.
Tarren didn’t flinch. “I’m sorry.”
“She liked to talk about the rain. How the desert forgave you when it came.”
“That’s beautiful,” Tarren said softly.
“She was. Stubborn, but beautiful.”
Emil stood, finishing the last of his tea. He held the cup for a moment, turning it in his hands.
“You keep giving things away,” he said.
“I’m not losing them,” Tarren replied. “They’re being used.”
Emil nodded once and placed the cup gently in the sink.
Then he left without saying goodbye.
───────────────
That night, Tarren stood outside as the last of the light faded.
He walked the length of the block, fingers brushing low to the ground, feeling the energy of the town beneath the surface like a heartbeat grown too slow.
In front of a faded blue house with a porch swing half off its chain, he knelt and tied a small sprig of rosemary to the fence post.
“For grief,” he murmured.
At the corner of an alleyway where the concrete cracked into wild lines, he left a twist of red thread tied around a nail.
“For things lost.”
And back at the trailer, he lit a small bowl of dried herbs on the step—sage and cedar and a single pinch of salt.
“For welcome.”
The flame curled into the air like a ribbon, dancing higher than expected before folding into itself and vanishing.
Tarren smiled and whispered, “Thank you.”
Then he went inside, placed a second mug on the table, and waited.
───────────────
The next morning, Emil returned.
He didn’t knock.
He just stood by the trailer with a small mesh bag in one hand, the other awkwardly jammed in his pocket. Tarren opened the door and looked down at the bag.
“Lemons,” Emil said. “From the tree in my yard. They’re starting to go bad.”
“Want help using them?”
Emil hesitated.
Then: “Sure.”
Tarren stepped aside.
And Emil crossed the threshold.
Tarren didn’t rush. He never did.
He moved with the ease of someone who’d baked lemon bread a hundred times before, peeling the rind in smooth spirals, measuring flour by feel, letting his movements stir the air into something warmer than the morning sun. The trailer smelled like sugar, citrus, and something older—something that made Emil think of memories he hadn’t remembered having.
He sat on the little bench beneath the kitchen window, quiet but not uncomfortable. Watching.
“Want to crack the eggs?” Tarren asked.
“Sure.”
Emil slid off the bench and stood beside him at the counter. He cracked the first egg too hard—bits of shell dropped in.
Tarren didn’t say anything. Just nudged the small wooden bowl toward him with a quiet smile and kept whisking what was already in his hands.
Emil fished out the shell. “I’m better with hammers than eggs.”
“They’re both tools,” Tarren said mildly. “One just makes more mess when you’re gentle.”
That pulled a small laugh out of Emil—tight and soft, like it hadn’t been used in a while.
“You always say stuff like that?”
Tarren shrugged, dropping the zest into the batter. “Only when someone needs to hear it.”
───────────────
When the bread went into the oven, they stepped outside.
Tarren brought a small woven mat and set it on the dusty steps. The day had begun to warm quickly, and the air shimmered in the distance like the heat was pretending to be water. Emil sat with his elbows on his knees, eyes following the empty road past Rosa’s, past the dry hills where goats used to graze.
“She was a big believer in lemonade,” he said after a minute.
“Your mom?”
He nodded. “Said it solved everything. Bad day? Lemonade. Good day? Also lemonade. When I was a kid, she’d keep a pitcher in the fridge all year long—even when it got cold.”
“That’s a kind of magic,” Tarren said.
“I think she just liked sugar.”
“Same thing, really.”
Emil chuckled, then leaned back a little, letting his shoulders touch the wall of the trailer.
“I used to help her pick the lemons. We had this old wooden ladder. The kind you’re not supposed to climb anymore. I’d hold it steady and she’d go up, even when she got sick. She said if she stopped, she’d turn into a ghost. And ghosts don’t make good lemonade.”
Tarren smiled. “I like her already.”
“She’d have liked you too. Thought you were odd. But she liked odd.”
He glanced sideways at Tarren.
“You are odd.”
Tarren pretended to be shocked. “I prefer charmingly unusual.”
Emil snorted. “Sure.”
───────────────
The bread was done soon after—golden around the edges, with little flecks of yellow in the crumb. They broke it apart while it was still warm and ate it sitting on the trailer’s step.
Tarren didn’t use plates. Just a cloth napkin between them, crumbs falling into the folds.
The bread was sweet, sharp with lemon, and soft in a way Emil hadn’t expected. It tasted like something safe.
He closed his eyes as he chewed the second bite. Not because it was dramatic—but because it made something behind his ribs go loose.
“I forgot what fresh bread tasted like,” he said quietly.
Tarren didn’t answer right away. Just tore off another piece, passed it over.
When he finally spoke, it was soft. “Grief dulls the senses. It’s one of the ways it hides.”
Emil opened his eyes and looked at him.
“Did you lose someone?” he asked.
“Not here,” Tarren said. “But yes.”
There was a pause.
Then Emil nodded. “Okay.”
He didn’t press. He didn’t need to. The quiet between them was doing more than any question could.
───────────────
Later, after Emil left with the last slice wrapped in wax paper, Tarren pulled down one of his journals.
Not the family Book of Shadows—that stayed carefully tucked into the shelf by the bed, bound in brown leather and stitched with green thread. This one was his own: softer, thicker, the pages dog-eared and dusted with tea stains.
He opened it to a clean page and wrote:
Juniper Hollow – Day Two.
Rain still hiding. But something else is waking.
Baked with lemon.
 Shared with someone who forgot what warmth tasted like.
Small things. Gentle start.
Tomorrow, try mint. And ask about the ladder.
He added a small sprig of lemon peel and pressed it between the pages.
Outside, the wind shifted.
Not enough to change anything.
But just enough to suggest that maybe, somewhere, something had noticed.
───────────────
That night, as the sky went dark and the stars came out like flecks of frost, Tarren stepped barefoot into the dry earth and lit a single candle.
He placed it in the center of a bowl filled with dry rosemary, desert sage, and a folded strip of cloth.
On it, he’d written:
For hearts that remember but cannot name what they miss.
The flame caught quickly.
He whispered something too old to translate and too soft to be heard.
And somewhere in the distance, past the ridges of the hills, a low, thunderless rumble answered back.
Not rain.
Not yet.
But closer.
The next morning came cooler than expected.
It wasn’t cool, exactly—Juniper Hollow didn’t really do that in summer—but there was a difference. A whisper of stillness. The kind of air that made curtains move, even when the windows weren’t open.
Tarren noticed it first when he stepped outside to sweep the steps. The broom passed over the wood and stirred the dust, but the air held the scent. It didn’t carry it off. It held it.
Like something was listening.
He turned the lantern slightly. The green glass flickered—not with flame, but with reflected light from the rising sun.
And then, as if on cue, footsteps approached.
Emil.
He was wearing the same work shirt he had two days ago, sleeves rolled up, grease mark on one pocket. A baseball cap shaded his face, but not enough to hide the squint of early morning uncertainty.
“Didn’t think you’d still be here,” he said.
“I haven’t fixed your ladder yet,” Tarren replied.
Emil hesitated, then gave a small, crooked grin.
“I brought something,” he said, pulling a worn cloth from his pocket.
Inside was a cracked tin with a picture of a lemon on it. He opened it slowly and held it out. Inside: a handful of brittle, dried lemon peels, sun-cured and speckled with sugar.
“She used to candy the extra zest,” he said. “Kept them around like mints.”
Tarren took one and let it sit on his tongue before answering. “Your mother liked to preserve things.”
“She liked to make things last,” Emil corrected.
Tarren nodded. “That’s a gift.”
───────────────
They sat beneath the awning as the heat began to gather.
Tarren was carving something into a small round of wood, letting the blade glide without force. Emil watched, sipping tea again—this time peppermint and a little something sharper.
“What is that?” he asked, nodding toward the carving.
“A token,” Tarren said. “For travelers.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“We’re all always going somewhere.”
Emil rolled his eyes. “You always this mystical?”
Tarren grinned. “Only before lunch.”
He held up the small disc. On its face, a simple design: a lemon branch curved around a small flame. On the back, a single word burned into the wood.
Steady.
He handed it over.
“What’s this for?” Emil asked, a little wary.
“For holding onto the part of you that didn’t break.”
Emil looked at him, the charm, then back again.
He didn’t say anything for a while. Then: “I’m not—broken.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“I’m not—” He stopped. Shook his head. “People lose things all the time. That doesn’t mean they fall apart.”
Tarren didn’t argue. Just waited.
Emil looked down at the charm again. The flame etched in the center looked like it was almost moving.
He closed his hand around it.
Then exhaled like he’d been holding something in his chest for too long.
───────────────
Later, they climbed the ladder.
It wobbled under Emil’s weight, but he steadied it. He picked lemons with practiced ease while Tarren stood below with a small cloth bag. The tree was older than it looked—scarred on one side from lightning, if the mark was any guess.
“She planted this the year she got married,” Emil said. “Said it would feed us all someday.”
Tarren reached out and touched the bark. “It still could.”
“I haven’t picked it since—well. Not in a while.”
“You should.”
Emil picked one, turned it in his hand. “I’m not sure I’m the one who’s meant to keep all this.”
“Then maybe you’re the one who’s meant to pass it on.”
───────────────
That afternoon, they sat in the shade of the tree, eating bread and fresh lemon slices with sugar sprinkled on top.
The ground was still dry. The air still hot.
But it was different now. Not gentler, exactly. Just more awake.
The wind rose once—sudden and brief—and carried off a small trail of lemon zest from Tarren’s lap like a ribbon.
He smiled. “It’s listening.”
Emil looked up. “The wind?”
“The Hollow.”
Emil laughed. “You really believe the town is alive?”
Tarren turned to him, very still. “I believe everything is alive.”
They sat in that thought for a while.
Then Emil asked, “What if it’s too late for it? For here?”
“It’s not,” Tarren said.
“How do you know?”
Tarren reached down, pulled a lemon seed from the rind in his hand, and pressed it into Emil’s palm.
“Because the seed’s still good.”
───────────────
That night, the lantern glowed brighter.
The wind shifted again.
And far beyond the hills, a cloud appeared.
Just one.
But enough.
Enough to make the air hum.
Enough to make the desert hold its breath.
The sky was gray by morning.
Not dark. Not loud. Just dim—the kind of gray that made you think twice about going out without a coat, even if the air was still warm. Emil stood at the trailer’s door holding two cups of tea, his boots muddy from an early walk through the lemon grove. The trailer’s windows glowed soft yellow, like candlelight from behind gauze.
He knocked once.
Tarren opened the door before the second knock could land.
“You felt it too?” Emil asked.
Tarren didn’t answer. Just took the tea and stepped aside.
Inside, everything felt… quieter.
Not hushed like before, but full. Like the walls were holding something between them. Like the light itself had thickened.
Tarren moved slowly, calmly. He wore soft linen today, loose at the sleeves, his hair pinned up with a small copper stick shaped like a sprig of pine.
“You ever been in a desert storm?” Emil asked.
“Once,” Tarren said. “In Arizona. It broke a tree in half.”
“This one’s been building for months,” Emil said. “You can feel it.”
Tarren nodded. “Storms come when we’re ready.”
Emil gave a soft, sarcastic huff. “I don’t think I am.”
───────────────
They sat near the open trailer door while the sky darkened and the air pressed closer. Emil held the wooden charm in his hand, turning it over and over with his thumb.
“I dreamed of her last night,” he said.
“Your mother?”
“Yeah.” He swallowed. “She was standing in the grove, holding a lemon. But it was cut in half. She didn’t say anything—just smiled. Like she was waiting for me to say something first.”
Tarren said nothing. He just poured more tea, added a twist of lemon, and set the cup down.
“She used to tell me that grief was like water,” Emil went on. “Sometimes it sits heavy, and sometimes it moves. But it always finds a crack.”
His voice shook a little. “I think I’ve been trying to patch every crack I could find. Hold it all in.”
“That takes strength,” Tarren said gently.
“It takes fear.” Emil rubbed at his face. “I didn’t know how to be her son and someone else. I didn’t know how to be happy without feeling like I was letting her go.”
Tarren reached for the bundle beside him—a small bundle of rosemary, cedar, and lemon balm wrapped in green twine.
“For release,” he said, offering it. “If you’re ready.”
Emil took it. His hands trembled.
They stepped outside.
───────────────
The sky was darker now, rolling low and full of something that hadn’t yet spoken. Emil stood near the lemon tree, the charm around his neck and the bundle of herbs in his hand. Tarren knelt nearby, fingers tracing a shallow circle in the dirt with a piece of quartz.
No chanting. No rituals with fire and wind.
Just a quiet moment.
And the weight of something ancient, waiting.
Emil held the bundle to his chest and whispered—not to the sky, not to the tree, but to the space his mother used to stand in.
“I miss you.”
The wind answered.
Not with words—but with motion. A long, low breath across the grove that lifted dust and memory alike. The bundle fell from Emil’s hands into the center of the circle, and the flame inside it caught with a flash of blue and gold.
He staggered back.
Tarren caught him.
“I didn’t think it would do anything,” Emil said.
“You opened the door.”
“To what?”
“To healing.”
───────────────
The first drop hit Tarren’s wrist.
Then the second on Emil’s cheek.
Then the sky opened.
It wasn’t a heavy rain—just steady. Gentle. The kind of rain that soaks slowly, sinking deep into dry places.
Tarren raised his face toward it, smiling faintly.
Emil, still holding onto him, closed his eyes.
“I haven’t felt this clean in months.”
“You are,” Tarren whispered. “You were always whole. You just forgot.”
They stood like that for a long time.
No one else came.
Just the earth. And the sky. And the hollow that had been waiting for someone to remember how to love it.
───────────────
After the rain passed, the clouds lingered in the distance, stretched thin like threads pulled across the sky.
Tarren and Emil returned to the trailer, damp and barefoot. Tarren made something warm with cardamom and cream while Emil dried his hair with an old towel and watched the green lantern flicker in the window.
It looked brighter now.
Different.
Like something had been cleared from its center.
───────────────
That night, Emil didn’t go home.
He fell asleep on the bench by the window, the charm clutched in one hand, lemon zest still faintly on his breath.
Tarren let him sleep.
He stayed up a little longer, writing by candlelight.
Juniper Hollow – Day Four.
The storm has passed.
 One seed planted. One heart opened.
 The Hollow breathes again.
Tomorrow, I move on.
He folded the note into his journal and tucked a small, burned stem of rosemary into the fold.
Then he stepped outside, lit a final candle, and whispered a quiet goodbye.
The rain had already washed away the old dust.
And the town, for the first time in years, felt clean.
The ground stayed damp for two days.
Not muddy—just soft, like the earth was sighing. Little tufts of grass peeked up in places that had been bare all summer, and the lemon tree seemed to hold its branches higher. Birds returned. The scent of sage drifted from the hills like an exhale.
Tarren packed quietly.
He never left in a rush, but he never lingered either. The air told him when it was time. The Hollow no longer hummed with longing; now it pulsed with a slower rhythm—like healing skin beneath a bandage.
He cleaned the trailer with gentle hands, folded linens, polished the lantern, and closed his journal with the pressed rosemary tucked safely inside.
Outside, the morning sun peeked out from behind a low line of clouds.
He could hear Emil hammering something at the edge of the grove.
───────────────
“I figured you’d be gone already,” Emil said when Tarren approached.
“I like to leave things better than I found them,” Tarren replied.
Emil nodded. He looked different in the sunlight. Not changed exactly—but grounded. Like something inside him had stopped pacing.
“Figured I’d fix the ladder today. She always hated how rickety it was.”
“Good work,” Tarren said. He paused, then added, “You’ve done a lot of good work.”
Emil glanced over, chewing the inside of his cheek. “I’m not fixed, you know.”
“You’re not broken,” Tarren said again, simply.
“I’m still figuring things out.”
“I hope you always are.”
───────────────
They sat under the lemon tree one last time, this time with cold tea and leftover cardamom cake.
The breeze stirred just enough to keep the bugs away. The tree shaded them perfectly.
“I think I’m going to stay,” Emil said suddenly. “Not just here—like, here. In the Hollow. Fix the place up. Plant more trees. Maybe learn how to bake without setting off the smoke alarm.”
Tarren smiled. “There’s magic in that.”
“I don’t know if I believe in all this,” Emil said. “The lantern. The… herb bundles. That charm you gave me.”
“That’s alright.”
“But I do believe I feel better.” Emil tapped his chest. “Here.”
“That’s enough.”
───────────────
When it was time to go, Tarren didn’t say goodbye.
He never did.
He hung the green glass lantern on its post. It lit on its own, even in daylight, casting a dappled glow over the step. He set a fresh sprig of lemon balm inside.
He folded the little sign and tucked it under the mat.
The bell chimed once, softly, as he stepped into the truck.
Emil stood by the tree, arms crossed, charm still around his neck.
“Hey, Tarren?”
Tarren looked out the window.
“If you ever come back… bring a pie next time.”
Tarren grinned. “Only if you promise not to burn the crust.”
“I make no promises.”
───────────────
The truck rolled down the road, slow and steady, pulling the magic behind it like a ribbon.
When it crested the hill, Emil stood alone again.
But it didn’t feel lonely.
It felt full.
Like the Hollow was breathing beside him.
Like someone had left a door open just wide enough for light to get in.
───────────────
That evening, Emil stood on the porch and watched the sky deepen from gold to lavender.
The air still smelled faintly of lemon and cardamom.
He thought about planting another tree. Maybe orange this time. Something sweet. Something new.
He reached into his pocket and found the charm Tarren had carved.
On the back, the word still read:
Steady.
He closed his hand around it.
And somewhere, in the distance, a bell rang.
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The rain had been falling all afternoon. A soft, soaking drizzle that painted the cracked sidewalks and ivy-covered fences in a shimmery sheen, turning the whole neighborhood into a watercolor. On a crooked street tucked behind the community center, Willa Reeve’s cottage sat like a secret—half-swallowed by vines, its windows dim behind lace curtains, the porch sagging gently under the weight of neglect and time.
Willa sat in her kitchen with her third cup of tea, turning the handle of her chipped mug in slow, thoughtless circles. Outside, the sky hung low and gray, humming with a kind of aching silence that made you remember things you’d rather not. She hadn’t picked up a paintbrush in four years, not since the gallery. Not since the reviews. Not since her mentor disappeared without a goodbye.
She glanced up toward the porch—and frowned.
The cat was still there.
It had shown up hours ago, curled in a neat, miserable shape beside the rusting mailbox. Small, soaked, and stubborn, it had watched the door like it expected it to open. Willa had ignored it on principle. She didn’t do strays. Or anything that might try to stay. But it hadn’t moved.
Not when a bike-riding teenager splashed past with his headphones blasting something shrill and defiant.
Not when Ruthie Albrecht from next door marched by with her pair of yapping Chihuahuas in designer raincoats, muttering something about “another pest on this block.”
Not even when old Mr. Clement tipped his cap from across the street and offered, “You want me to shoo it, Willa?”
“No,” she’d said. “It’ll leave.”
But it hadn’t.
It was still there now, curled up but watching her. It had one eye golden and one blue—a mismatch that made her uneasy. And yet she couldn’t quite look away.
With a huff, Willa stood. “Stubborn little freak.”
She opened the front door just enough for her voice to carry. “You chose the wrong house.”
The cat blinked at her slowly.
Willa stared back.
And then, against her better judgment and exactly every rule she’d set for herself in the last decade, she stepped out into the wet porch, scooped the shivering lump of fur into an old towel, and brought it inside.
The air changed the moment she closed the door. Nothing dramatic—just a softening. A scent like damp leaves and rosemary. The feeling of a room taking its first breath in a long time.
The cat didn’t protest. It nestled into the towel like it had been invited, like it had known she’d come around eventually.
Willa grumbled, “Don’t get used to it,” and set the towel near the stove’s heat pipe.
The house, meanwhile, remained its usual state of half-forgotten. Art supplies were stuffed behind closed doors. Canvas edges poked from under furniture. A drop cloth covered what used to be her studio door. Only the kitchen was kept tidy—her one concession to order.
The cat sat, regal and soaked, looking at the studio door.
“Don’t even think about it,” Willa muttered.
A soft knock at the window startled her. She looked up to see young Maribel from two doors down, holding a tray of cookies inside a plastic bag.
Willa waved her off, mouthing “Another time,” and the girl nodded, retreating under her pink umbrella. Willa didn’t open the door.
“Too many people out today,” she said to the cat, who blinked and resumed staring at the drop cloth-covered door like it was a challenge.
The cat followed her.
Not in the normal way—not paw-padding behind her from room to room like a needy pet—but more like it appeared wherever Willa happened to be going next, already sitting, already watching. She couldn’t decide if it was endearing or unsettling.
It didn’t meow. It didn’t scratch. It didn’t beg.
It simply existed.
By the second day, she’d stopped pretending it was a temporary guest.
“Fine,” she said, putting out a dish of water and an old can of sardines. “But I’m not naming you.”
The cat ignored the food, opting instead to curl on the windowsill of the long-abandoned studio. It rested its chin on its paws, golden-and-blue eyes half-closed. The door was still covered in that drop cloth, dusty with years of silence.
Willa refused to follow its gaze. She made another cup of tea. She did not think about the easel behind the door. Or the shelf of old sketchbooks. Or the last canvas she’d touched, which had never dried.
Still, she found herself upstairs with an old pad of newsprint and a charcoal pencil by nightfall.
“I’m just checking if they still work,” she muttered.
The cat watched from the hall, tail tucked neatly around its feet.
She sat cross-legged on the bedroom floor, pad braced against her knee, and let the pencil hover. Her fingers were stiffer than she remembered, knuckles older. But the ache that bloomed down her arm was almost familiar.
One line. Then another.
Something soft, arched. Fur. Whiskers.
The cat. But not exactly. A suggestion of it—more idea than likeness.
When she finished, the sketch looked back at her. Calm. Ready. Like it had been waiting to be born.
She set the pad aside and didn’t sleep for hours.
───────────────
The knock came midmorning, on the third day.
Willa opened the door in her robe, half-expecting Ruthie from next door with another complaint about neighborhood cats or overgrown hedges. Instead, she found a stranger standing barefoot on the porch step, boots dangling from his hand like he hadn’t needed them in hours.
“Morning,” he said brightly. “Sorry to intrude. I heard a rumor about a cat.”
Willa narrowed her eyes. “A cat?”
He gestured behind her. “That one.”
The cat sat smugly by her ankles.
She blinked. “Do you usually knock on doors to ask about other people’s pets?”
“Only when they’re very particular cats,” he said. “I sell collars. Blessed ones, if you’re into that. Handmade. Good for strays that don’t plan on leaving.”
She crossed her arms. “What makes you think I’m keeping her?”
He shrugged. “She made up her mind already. I’m just here to keep things tidy.”
Willa opened her mouth to argue, but the cat brushed against her shin at that moment, purring for the first time. Loudly.
The stranger smiled.
“I’m Tarren,” he added, stepping forward and offering a hand. “Wanderer. Charmer of cats. Occasional tea freeloader.”
“Willa,” she said slowly, shaking it.
His hand was warm, dry, and smelled faintly of cedar.
───────────────
She meant to send him away.
She definitely didn’t mean to let him inside. And yet, within fifteen minutes, Tarren was perched at her tiny kitchen table, steeping a tea she’d never heard of in a mesh infuser shaped like a moon.
“It’s lemon verbena with a touch of juniper,” he said. “For clarity.”
“I don’t need clarity,” Willa said. “I need to know why I let a man with no shoes into my house.”
He chuckled and handed her a cup.
The cat leapt onto the counter, curled its tail, and watched them like it was hosting the whole affair.
“I’ve seen you before,” Tarren said, nodding toward a dusty shelf where one of her paintings—an old still life of rain-wet peonies—leaned behind a stack of cookbooks. “That’s yours, right?”
She froze. “I don’t show anymore.”
“I didn’t say I’d seen your work before,” he said softly. “I said I’ve seen you. In that line. That brushstroke. It’s not just paint.”
Willa looked away. “You selling something or what?”
Tarren reached into the satchel at his hip and pulled out a small leather pouch. From it, he drew a slender, handwoven collar made of sage-green cord. The buckle was metal, but hand-etched with a sigil she didn’t recognize.
“It’s for her,” he said, nodding toward the cat. “It keeps wanderers safe. Helps them stay where they want to be.”
“I told you, she’s not mine.”
Tarren gave a slow smile. “Doesn’t mean she didn’t pick you.”
───────────────
The collar fit like it was made for her.
As soon as Willa fastened it, the cat purred louder than ever and slinked straight into the studio. It pawed the corner of the drop cloth and sat beside it, tail twitching.
Tarren stood and walked to the covered door. He didn’t pull the cloth away—just rested his hand against it.
“She’s not trying to haunt you, you know,” he said.
“What?”
“Your art. It’s not here to shame you. It’s here to ask a question. That’s what good work does.”
Willa swallowed. “What if I don’t have any answers left?”
Tarren turned. His eyes were kind, but steady.
“Then start with a sketch,” he said. “Sometimes the answers need to see that you’re still listening.”
He set a small wooden token on her windowsill and turned for the door.
“Wait,” Willa said. “You’re not staying for tea?”
He smiled. “Already did.”
And with that, he was gone.
───────────────
The token was warm to the touch.
A carving—delicate, shaped like a cat’s eye. On the back, a single word etched in tiny script:
Begin.
Willa woke before dawn.
Not because of a noise, or the storm, or even the cat—but because her fingers itched. Not the arthritic kind of itch either. This was different. This was restless. The feeling of lines wanting to be drawn.
She padded downstairs in her slippers and found the cat curled against the studio door again, its mismatched eyes opening at her approach. The green collar glinted faintly, as if catching light from a fire that wasn’t there.
"Not a word," she muttered, brushing past and yanking the cloth off the door.
The hinges creaked. Dust swirled.
Inside, everything was just as she'd left it four years ago: the blank canvas still pinned to the wall, brittle and yellowed at the edges. Tubes of oil paint hardened with time. A mug of paintbrushes coated in dry flakes like crumbling leaves. Her smock was draped over the chair, still bearing the ghost of her last project.
She stood there for a long while.
Then she picked up a fresh sheet of drawing paper from a stack near the door, sat cross-legged on the wooden floor, and began to sketch.
She didn’t overthink it. She let her hand remember.
The cat stretched, gave a pleased chirp, and lay down at her feet.
───────────────
By mid-morning, Willa was still in her smock when a familiar knock came at the door.
Tarren again. This time with shoes.
“Thought I’d check in,” he said, holding up a small jar of paint thinner and a bundle of rosemary. “For the stubborn stuff.”
Willa hesitated. “That’s a weird combo.”
“Isn’t it, though?” he replied, stepping inside without waiting. “You look better. Smock suits you.”
She narrowed her eyes but didn’t argue. The cat trotted up to Tarren and brushed against his legs, then returned to its place by the studio door like a watchful gatekeeper.
“I sketched,” Willa admitted. “And then it got quiet. Not the house. Me.”
“That’s what art does,” he said, setting the rosemary on the windowsill. “It unclutters the part of us that’s always talking.”
“Or screaming.”
Tarren didn’t reply. Instead, he unpacked two chipped cups from his bag and set them on the table. The tea he brewed smelled like summer—lemon and hay and old parchment. Willa sipped it slowly, letting the warmth fill the hollow parts of her chest.
“So,” she said cautiously, “you travel around handing out spiritual collars and mystery tea to depressed women?”
“Only the most charming ones,” Tarren said without missing a beat. “Besides, I don’t hand anything out. I trade. Tea for stories. Charms for trust. Magic for tea again, ideally.”
Willa arched an eyebrow. “Is this some kind of therapy scheme?”
“No,” he said, leaning back. “It’s just kindness. The kind that nudges, not pushes.”
───────────────
The rest of the day unfolded like a ribbon.
Tarren stayed for lunch—leftover curry and flatbread she didn’t remember freezing. They ate on the back steps, watching neighborhood kids race paper boats down the flowing gutter.
One of them, a freckled boy with wild red curls, stopped to pet the cat and whispered, “You’re not just a cat, are you?”
The cat flicked its tail and walked away like royalty.
Willa laughed for the first time in months. It startled her.
She retreated to her studio afterward, propped up a fresh canvas, and stared at it for a long while. Not in fear—but in consideration. She wasn’t trying to impress anyone anymore. She just wanted to see what would happen if she let herself try again.
The first stroke of paint felt clumsy, awkward.
The second was smoother.
By the sixth, her shoulders relaxed.
Behind her, the cat purred like a motor in a quiet room.
───────────────
That night, Willa didn’t dream in images—she dreamed in colors.
Blues so deep they hummed. Yellows that cracked through shadow like lightning. The kind of palette she’d once lived inside but hadn’t touched in years. She woke up crying and didn’t know why.
The house felt different when she stepped out of bed.
Brighter. Not lit—but warmer. The air carried a scent that hadn’t been there before. Something like clean wood and oranges and a memory she couldn’t quite place. The cat rubbed her leg. The collar shimmered faintly.
She found Tarren in the garden with a cup of tea already in hand. He looked at her like he’d been waiting.
“I had a dream,” she said.
“About painting?”
“No. Just color. But it felt like breathing.”
“Then paint it.”
“I don’t know how.”
“You don’t have to,” he said, his voice soft. “Just listen to it. Let the color go where it wants.”
She watched him for a moment. “You talk like you’re from some fairy tale.”
“I’ve been accused of worse,” he said. “But you’re the one who let the cat in.”
She chuckled despite herself and went back inside.
The canvas was waiting.
The painting came in layers.
Not clean ones—no planned outlines or tidy color blocking. It rose out of her like smoke, like breath on glass, like something hiding in fog that only revealed itself when she wasn’t trying to see it. There were streaks, yes. Smudges. Her elbow knocked over a jar of burnt umber, and she didn’t even flinch. She just let it flow.
Tarren returned with soup and left her alone. He only spoke to refill her tea and ask quiet questions like, “What color is your silence?” or “Have you painted anger before?”
She never had.
So she did.
The cat—now shamelessly named Moss—watched her like a living spell. It would vanish for hours at a time, only to reappear when Willa faltered, curling its tail around her foot like a grounding cord. One night, she snapped at it, frustrated at a failed composition, and it stared her down with such intensity she blurted out a tearful, “Sorry!” like she’d wronged a person.
The next morning, she found a perfect circle of black cat hair left on her pillow. Just the shape. No mess. No explanation.
“You’re weird,” she whispered.
Moss blinked and tucked her paws.
───────────────
Tarren was making something in the kitchen when she finally asked.
“Are you a witch?”
He looked up, eyebrows raised, then slowly smiled. “Do you want the folklore answer or the tax-legal one?”
“I’m serious,” she said, wiping paint from her hands with a towel. “You show up with magic collars. My cat disappears into walls. You say stuff that sounds like poetry but hits like therapy. What are you?”
He poured them both more tea—lavender this time, with something grounding underneath.
“I’m someone who listens,” he said at last. “To what isn’t being said. To what the house remembers. To what people forget they already know.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“But it’s true,” he said. “And anyway, the real magic doesn’t come from spells or tea. It comes from decision. You decided to pick up the brush again. That choice? That’s magic.”
Willa sat heavily across from him.
“Why me?”
Tarren tilted his head. “Because Moss picked you.”
She stared at the cat, who was currently pawing open the cracked studio window, letting in a cool breeze that carried the smell of lilacs from some unseen neighbor’s yard.
“She’s just a cat.”
“She’s a familiar,” Tarren corrected gently. “She showed up when your world got too quiet. That’s what familiars do. They don’t bring magic—they show up because it’s already there.”
───────────────
The days passed in blurs of color and quiet.
Willa painted, not because she wanted to prove anything, but because it finally felt good. Each brushstroke softened something rigid inside her, each canvas a conversation with a younger version of herself—the one who used to paint just to feel.
Sometimes, she’d find things slightly out of place. Her paintbrushes cleaned before she could. Fresh rosemary hung in the windowsill, tied with a green ribbon. Her tea kettle always seemed to whistle just before she realized she needed it.
She never saw Tarren doing any of it.
One afternoon, while searching for a palette knife in the bottom of an old drawer, Willa found her old journal. Pages and pages of half-formed ideas, swatches, test lines, and a list she’d once made in her twenties titled: “What I’ll Paint When I’m Brave.”
She read it twice.
Then pulled a fresh canvas down and painted the one at the top of the list: a cathedral made of willow branches, with stained-glass windows shaped like moth wings.
When she finished, she cried.
Not because it was perfect. But because it had waited for her.
───────────────
Later that evening, she stood on her porch, mug in hand, watching the neighborhood settle into dusk. Kids called goodnights across the street. Someone’s dinner smelled like garlic and tomatoes. Moss perched at her side like a guardian.
Tarren appeared again, not from the street, but the alley.
“Didn’t knock,” he said. “Felt like this time, the house had already let me in.”
She smiled. “Weirdly, I believe you.”
He joined her on the step. They sat for a while, watching the sky change.
“You’re leaving soon,” she said.
He nodded. “The lantern dims when I’ve done what I came to do.”
Willa frowned. “What lantern?”
He pointed. Hanging from a curved iron post next to his trailer, hidden until now by shadows and ivy, was a green glass lantern. It glowed faintly in the dark, pulsing like a heartbeat. Somehow she hadn’t noticed it until this moment.
“You don’t light it?” she asked.
“No. It lights itself. When it’s needed.”
She didn’t ask how.
Instead, she touched his hand lightly. “Thank you. For the collar. For the tea. For the… everything.”
He covered her hand with his. “You did the hard part. I just reminded you the door was still there.”
The cat leapt lightly into Willa’s lap, purring.
She let herself lean into the silence.
Tarren didn’t leave with a goodbye.
Willa had fallen asleep on the couch with Moss curled beside her, one hand still streaked with blue paint. Morning light crept across the walls like a slow tide, turning dust into gold. When she finally stirred, the cat stretched and blinked at her with a satisfied look, as if to say: you needed that.
She stood, joints creaking, and stepped out onto the porch barefoot.
The space where Tarren’s trailer had been was empty. No green lantern. No curve of tire tracks. Not even footprints in the grass.
Like he had never been there at all.
But the rosemary still hung above the window, fresh and fragrant. Her brushes were neatly laid out to dry beside a folded towel. On the windowsill rested a tiny carving of a cat, shaped out of wood and stained dark. The same sigil that had been etched into Moss’s collar was now carved onto its base.
Willa picked it up, smiled softly, and whispered, “Thank you.”
The breeze carried the scent of sandalwood.
───────────────
The weeks passed. Then a month.
Willa painted. She sketched. She even ordered new oils. A few neighbors dropped by when they noticed her front curtains no longer stayed shut. She started saying hello again at the market. She fixed the old tea kettle and planted herbs in the window box.
Moss remained.
She wasn’t always easy to find—often disappearing for half a day only to reappear on the roof or inside the pantry—but she never truly left.
One day, Willa found her sunbathing in the studio, curled against the leg of the easel, as if she’d always belonged there. Which, Willa had to admit, she probably had.
───────────────
It wasn’t until early October that someone knocked on the door asking for help.
The woman was in her thirties, frazzled, holding an envelope and a look of disbelief. She explained that her grandmother had passed, and that when she opened the woman’s last letter, it simply said:
“Ask the redhead with the cat. She’ll help.”
Willa laughed. Not at the woman—but in astonishment. “That’s new,” she said.
She invited her in for tea.
───────────────
Tarren’s green lantern now hung by Willa’s own door.
She’d found it tucked behind the rosebush, the glow gone out—but only temporarily. At sunset, on the night of the first frost, it flickered back to life with a gentle hum, as if to say yes, you’re ready.
Moss purred beside it.
Willa didn’t call herself a witch. Not exactly. She just listened a little better now. She brewed tea that made people cry gently for no reason. She had a few charms Tarren left behind in a small wooden drawer. And sometimes, she painted things people hadn’t told her about yet—but that they needed to see.
She didn’t ask questions.
She just opened the door.
And the cat always stayed.
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The lantern lit itself at dusk.
It was the sort of thing most people would miss—the way the glass turned greenish from the inside out, soft and slow, like a drop of ink swirling through warm water. But Tarren saw it the moment it happened. He always did.
The lantern hung from a curved wrought-iron arm outside his trailer door, a charm of bell vines coiled around its base and a tiny rowan twig tied beneath. It didn’t glow for fun. It glowed when someone needed something more than they could name. And on this particular evening, just as Tarren set a clay dish of oatcakes on the counter to cool, the lantern came to life.
Moss raised her head from the armrest of the small bench beneath the window, her green eyes flicking toward the door like she’d heard someone knock before they did.
Tarren didn’t say a word. He wiped his hands on the tea towel, tucked his long red hair behind one ear, and waited.
The knock came exactly seven seconds later. Soft. Hesitant. Almost embarrassed.
He opened the door.
The man on the step looked like he’d taken three laps around the trailer before deciding to try. His navy windbreaker was zipped up too high, like armor, and his eyes moved fast—trailer, window, porch light, then back to Tarren.
“Sorry,” the man said. “I don’t really know how this works.”
Tarren leaned lightly on the doorframe. “You’re not the first.”
“Someone at the café said I should come. Said you might be able to help.”
“I might. Come in.”
The man paused. “I don’t know if I believe in… you know, this sort of thing.”
“That’s all right,” Tarren said kindly. “The magic doesn’t mind.”
He stepped back to let him enter.
───────────────
Inside, the trailer was warm and full of scent—dried apple slices hanging by twine, sprigs of rosemary tucked into wall hooks, the gentle scent of sandalwood mingling with ginger. The space felt lived in, but not cluttered. Tiny glowing stars painted the curve of the ceiling above the bed nook, and on the main table lay a small linen cloth, an unlit candle, and a deck of well-used tarot cards in a velvet pouch.
The man stepped in slowly. His shoulders hunched slightly, not from fear but from the quiet tension of someone who carried a lot but never talked about it. He glanced at the jars on the shelf, the Book of Shadows near the hearth, and the little carved figure of a bear tucked among stones on a windowsill.
“I’m Jordan,” he said after a pause. “Jordan Nakamura.”
“Tarren,” Tarren replied with a smile. “Tea?”
Jordan looked relieved to be offered something normal. “Yeah. That’d be great.”
───────────────
Tarren moved around the space in practiced ease, setting a kettle on the small stovetop and picking from a set of labeled tins. “Ginger or chamomile?”
“Ginger,” Jordan said. “I’ve had a long week.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow but said nothing. The kettle whistled after a few minutes, and he poured the hot water over the tea, letting the steam rise in small clouds between them.
As they waited for it to steep, Jordan studied the space again. “Did you build this yourself?”
“The inside, yes. I like it to feel like a nest. Small things can hold a lot of peace.”
Jordan nodded. “Feels like a place that shouldn’t exist in the real world.”
“Maybe it doesn’t,” Tarren said with a half smile. He passed over the cup.
Jordan sipped. His shoulders eased just slightly.
“I came because…” He hesitated. “Well, I guess I thought maybe you could do a love spell or something.”
“That’s what you want?”
Jordan nodded slowly.
Tarren gestured toward the table. “Then let’s ask the cards.”
Tarren’s tarot deck was soft-edged from years of use. The cards had been shuffled by broken hearts and hopeful hands alike, and they remembered every one.
He laid the velvet pouch on the linen cloth and opened it slowly. “You’ve never had your cards read before?”
Jordan shook his head. He still sat straight-backed on the bench, cradling the mug like a shield.
“It’s not fortune-telling,” Tarren said as he gave the deck a light shuffle. “It’s conversation. A mirror. The truth tends to show itself, one way or another.”
He held out the cards. “Draw seven. Face down. Let your hands choose, not your thoughts.”
Jordan looked skeptical but did as asked. His fingers hovered uncertainly, then plucked one… then another. When he placed the seventh card down, he exhaled like he hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath.
Tarren turned over the first.
The Lovers.
Jordan blinked. “That’s good, right?”
“It means choice,” Tarren said. “Connection. But not always romance. Sometimes it’s a reminder of what we yearn for most.”
Jordan didn’t respond.
The next card was The Hermit. Then The Six of Cups, followed by Ten of Swords, The Empress (Reversed), Three of Swords, and finally, The Moon.
The flicker of ginger in the tea dimmed slightly, and Tarren didn’t speak right away.
Jordan gave a thin smile. “That doesn’t look good.”
“It’s not bad,” Tarren said gently. “But it’s not about falling in love either.”
Jordan frowned, leaning forward. “I told you what I wanted. I came here for something simple.”
“Simple’s not always honest,” Tarren replied. He touched the Six of Cups lightly. “This one speaks of memories. And reversed, it says you’re carrying old ones like stones.”
Jordan rubbed his jaw. “So this is all… metaphor.”
“Isn’t everything?”
He watched Jordan’s shoulders rise, tense. Not with frustration—but defense.
Tarren reached for a second teacup and filled it, letting the silence stretch a little. One thing he had learned over the years was this: people rarely told the truth when asked directly. But in quiet places, when they felt safe enough, it often spilled out on its own.
“Tell me,” Tarren said softly. “When’s the last time you let someone really see you?”
Jordan didn’t answer right away. He reached for the Three of Swords—a card showing a pierced heart in a stormy sky—and ran a thumb across it.
“There’s someone I haven’t talked to in a long time.”
Tarren said nothing.
“My daughter,” Jordan added. “Marisa.”
The name settled in the room like a breeze that had been waiting to come in.
“She’s twenty-two now,” Jordan said. “Last time I saw her, she was nineteen. She walked out of my apartment after a fight and never came back.”
Moss meowed quietly, padding closer and curling up at Jordan’s feet. He stared down at her, surprised, but didn’t move away.
“I keep thinking,” Jordan said, “that if I just had someone else… someone new… maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much.”
Tarren nodded once. “So you came here looking for love. But what you really want is healing.”
Jordan gave a breath of a laugh. “Isn’t that the same thing?”
“Not always,” Tarren said. “Love can’t stitch up old wounds if they’re still bleeding.”
Jordan’s grip on the mug tightened. “It wasn’t just one fight. It was… years of not knowing how to talk. Her mom and I divorced when she was ten. After that, it was all weekends and check-ins and awkward holidays. I didn’t know how to reach her.”
“You tried?”
“I tried… my way. But I was never good at big feelings. She’d cry and I’d shut down. I told myself that being calm meant being strong.”
“And what did she need?” Tarren asked.
Jordan looked down at his tea.
“I think she just needed to be heard.”
───────────────
The candle on the table burned a little brighter, its flame steady now.
Tarren reached for a small dish beside the card pouch and sprinkled a few dried mint leaves into a bowl of warm water. The scent filled the space—cool and sweet, like memory after it fades from sharpness.
“Do you want to write to her?” he asked.
Jordan looked startled. “What, like a letter?”
Tarren nodded. “It’s not a spell. It’s just something that says, I remember you.”
Jordan hesitated. “What if she doesn’t want to hear it?”
“That’s not the point,” Tarren said, rising and retrieving a small writing set from a shelf. He passed Jordan a piece of thick, handmade paper and a smooth wooden pen. “You’re not trying to fix her. You’re trying to show up. Even if only on the page.”
Jordan took the pen slowly.
“I don’t know what to say.”
Tarren lit a second candle. “Start with that.”
───────────────
He left Jordan alone at the table and moved to the stove to tend to a small pot of honeyed apples he’d been simmering earlier. The act of stirring gave the air a scent of comfort, grounding, patience. Behind him, he heard the scratch of pen on paper—hesitant, then steady.
After a while, Jordan cleared his throat. “I wrote something.”
Tarren turned back. “Do you want to read it aloud?”
“No,” Jordan said. “But… I think I needed to write it.”
Tarren smiled. “That’s magic, too.”
Jordan folded the letter and tucked it inside his coat. His face looked different now—still tired, but softened. Less like a man running from something. More like someone who had finally turned toward it.
“What do I do now?” he asked.
Tarren picked up the Moon card. “You keep walking. Even if the path’s hidden.”
Jordan stood and reached for his keys. He paused, looking around the space again.
“You know,” he said quietly, “I didn’t expect this.”
Tarren nodded. “People rarely do.”
The wind outside had picked up, brushing dry leaves against the trailer’s outer shell like soft fingernails on metal. It was late—well past midnight—but neither of them had checked the time. Tarren poured fresh water into the kettle and let it boil again, this time adding a twist of orange peel and thyme to the pot.
Jordan hadn’t left. Not yet.
The letter he’d written still sat in his coat pocket, but now his hands were folded on the table, eyes drifting over the tarot cards again. The warmth of the trailer had crept into him, dulling the sharp edges of his posture. He looked like a man who didn’t want to go home—not because he wasn’t allowed, but because it no longer felt like a place that welcomed him.
“I kept telling myself,” Jordan said finally, “that Marisa would reach out when she was ready. That she needed space. That it wasn’t my fault.”
Tarren didn’t interrupt. He ladled tea into two cups and carried them back to the table.
“And maybe that was true. But after the first six months passed, I stopped checking my phone. I stopped expecting anything. And that felt like its own kind of betrayal.”
“You were protecting yourself,” Tarren said softly.
“Maybe.” Jordan took a sip, then shook his head. “Or maybe I just gave up. Like my own silence could keep me from feeling abandoned.”
A long pause followed. The only sound was Moss quietly grooming herself near the stove.
Then Jordan said, “I saw her last year.”
Tarren’s eyebrows lifted slightly.
“Not on purpose,” Jordan added. “I was in the city for work. I passed by this art gallery near her college… and she was in the window, helping set up a show. She looked… older. Happier. But I didn’t go in.”
Tarren waited.
“I watched her for maybe five minutes. Then I left.” His voice had gone quiet again. “I told myself she didn’t need me. That it would just make things worse if I forced a moment.”
Tarren picked up a pinch of dried sage from the nearby dish and let it fall into the fire bowl on the counter. The soft smoke drifted upward, fragrant and light.
“Sometimes,” he said, “showing up doesn’t look the way we expect. It isn’t a grand gesture. It’s a decision. A presence. A message that says, You’re still in my heart. Even if they don’t read it.”
Jordan nodded slowly. “I think that’s why I came. Not for love. Just… to feel like I still mattered. To someone.”
He looked around the trailer again. The lights were dimmer now, almost all candlelight, but they didn’t flicker. The air felt steady. Safe.
“Do you think she’ll forgive me?”
“I don’t know,” Tarren said honestly. “But I think she already misses you. That matters more than forgiveness sometimes.”
Jordan rubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand. “God, I didn’t mean to cry.”
“People don’t usually come here to stay dry,” Tarren said gently, sliding a tissue box across the table.
───────────────
Later, as the kettle cooled and the night edged toward dawn, Tarren stood and fetched a tiny clay dish with a carved spiral pattern around the lip. Inside was a wick tucked into beeswax, a floating charm shaped like a feather, and a dried calendula petal pressed flat against the side.
“What’s this?” Jordan asked.
“A candle for safe returns,” Tarren said. “Light it when you send the letter. Let the flame guide your words.”
Jordan took it in his hands like it was breakable. Maybe it was.
He looked down at the unlit wick. “I don’t know where to start.”
“You already did,” Tarren said. “The rest will follow.”
The letter sat on the table like a stone in a river—small, but heavy enough to change the flow of everything around it.
Jordan stared at it, one hand curled around the ceramic mug, the other tracing the rim of the candle Tarren had given him. Outside, the wind had died down, and the stillness of the trailer felt deliberate. Held. The kind of quiet that made people talk more softly without meaning to.
“I don’t know if she even remembers how I sound,” Jordan said suddenly. His voice wasn’t full of sorrow exactly—it was thinner than that. Like someone had wrung most of the grief out already, and only the ache remained.
Tarren didn’t answer right away. He stirred the coals in the fire bowl, adding a pinch of cinnamon bark. The smoke curled up in warm spirals, drifting toward the low wooden ceiling.
“She remembers,” he said gently. “Even if she wishes she didn’t, memory has its own way of holding on.”
Jordan was quiet for a long moment, just breathing in the soft warmth of cinnamon and smoke. Then, without shifting his eyes from the candle’s flame, he said:
“She used to bake with me.”
Tarren paused mid-stir, waiting.
“I was the cook in the house. Always was. Even after the divorce, even when she only visited on weekends… we had this little ritual. Saturday morning pancakes.”
He gave a dry, almost embarrassed laugh. “Buttermilk, from scratch. She’d stand on a stool when she was little. Wore this old apron with cartoon cats on it that was way too big for her.”
Tarren smiled softly. “Sounds like love.”
“She’d always sneak chocolate chips into the batter,” Jordan said. “Even when I told her not to. Said they made the pancakes ‘too sweet.’ But she’d grin and do it anyway. Every time. I didn’t have the heart to stop her.”
He leaned back against the bench seat, his expression softening with the memory.
“Last time we made them together, she was eighteen. Getting ready to move into the dorms. She still wore that stupid apron. I think she did it to make me laugh.”
Jordan blinked, and the light in his eyes shifted. “It was the last weekend we felt… right. Before the tension started. Before the quiet fights. Before I got scared I was losing her.”
Tarren said nothing. He simply stood and returned with a small plate of honeyed apples and two folded napkins, placing them gently between them.
“That’s what you miss,” he said. “Not the pancakes. The feeling of being wanted. Of being her world, even for a morning.”
Jordan didn’t speak. He reached for a slice of apple and held it for a moment before eating it slowly, like a ritual. The sweetness hit him harder than he expected. He blinked again, but this time, didn’t wipe his eyes.
Tarren sat with him in silence, letting the trailer fill with warmth again. The light from the candle flickered against the window, reflecting just enough to make the space feel like its own little realm—untouched by time, or regret, or anything but memory.
Tarren moved quietly, almost like a ritual priest, clearing the tea cups and returning with a small kettle wrapped in a wool cozy. He poured the last of the thyme-orange blend into fresh cups, then sat back down with a soft creak of the bench.
The candle on the table burned low, a squat little flame glowing steady and gold.
“You said earlier,” Jordan began, voice hushed, “that the magic doesn’t mind if I don’t believe in it.”
“I did.”
“So what happens if I light the candle, and send the letter… and she doesn’t answer? Or worse—tells me not to try again?”
Tarren stirred a drop of honey into his cup. “Then you’ve still done something brave. You’ve shown her that you care. And whether she says yes, or no, or nothing at all, the act will matter. To her. And to you.”
Jordan let the words sit for a moment. He glanced at the shelves—small glass jars labeled in Tarren’s tidy handwriting: meadowsweet, valerian, apple bark. A small clay deer stood between two books. Wind chimes whispered against the outside of the trailer, even though there was no breeze.
“I always thought magic had to be big,” he said finally. “Symbols and rituals and fire in the sky. But this…”
He looked around the space. The candle. The apple slices. The letter. The tea.
“This feels like something you could miss if you weren’t paying attention.”
Tarren smiled faintly. “Most magic is.”
Jordan’s hands trembled slightly as he reached into his coat pocket and drew out the letter again. It was still folded, still sealed. But this time, he didn’t just stare at it. He laid it in front of him like an offering, hands resting on either side.
He lit the candle beside it—Tarren’s gift, soft yellow wax molded with rosemary and calendula. The wick caught quickly, the flame steady.
Tarren whispered something—not in English, not in Latin, but in a language that sounded old and warm and meant to be spoken only beside hearths. The flame didn’t grow, but the shadows softened. The whole trailer seemed to breathe.
Jordan bowed his head.
“She loved birds,” he said softly. “Blue jays, especially. Said they reminded her of you-never-know-what’s-coming. Unpredictable and loud and beautiful.”
He looked up at Tarren. “If she replies… if she forgives me… do I just go back to being her dad? What if I don’t know how anymore?”
Tarren considered him carefully. “Then you learn. And if you show her you’re willing to learn, she might meet you halfway.”
Jordan gave a breathy laugh, low and startled. “You make it sound almost possible.”
“It is,” Tarren said. “Because you want it.”
Jordan leaned forward, elbows on the table, as if the candle’s light held him in place. His hands hovered over the letter again, not opening it yet, but close.
“I don’t know what to write,” he admitted. “Even if I do send it. It all sounds so... stiff. Like a form letter. ‘Dear Marisa, hope you’re well, I regret everything.’”
Tarren smiled without teasing. “That’s not a letter. That’s a performance.”
Jordan winced. “I know.”
“Then don’t start with regret. Start with truth.”
Jordan looked up, blinking. “That I miss her?”
Tarren nodded.
Jordan licked his lips, then cleared his throat. “Okay. Something like—‘Marisa, I miss Saturday mornings. I miss you singing off-key and burning the pancakes while pretending you didn’t.’”
Tarren leaned back in his seat, hands folded across his stomach. “Better.”
“I miss your laugh,” Jordan continued, the words slowly unwinding now. “I miss the way you used to tell stories and roll your eyes halfway through because you knew I’d already heard them.”
His voice thickened, but he didn’t stop. “I know I let things fall apart. I thought giving you space meant I was being respectful. I didn’t realize I was making it harder.”
A long pause.
“I’m not perfect. I’m scared you don’t want me back in your life. But I want to try. I want to get to know who you are now. Even if it’s just a little. Even if it’s slow.”
He stopped. Looked at Tarren. “Too much?”
Tarren’s voice was warm and even. “It’s enough.”
Jordan sat back slowly. The trailer, which had grown almost completely quiet, seemed to exhale with him.
“It’s weird,” he said. “I feel like she heard it. Even if she doesn’t reply. Even if she never reads the letter.”
“She felt it,” Tarren replied. “That’s what matters.”
The candle flickered. A blue jay called somewhere in the trees outside, sharp and sudden in the stillness.
Jordan turned to the sound, his eyes shining. “That’s a sign, right?”
Tarren only smiled, standing to refill the kettle one last time. “Magic rarely shouts, Jordan. But it does know how to listen.”
The kettle clicked off with a soft chime, steam rising in gentle curls as Tarren poured the last of the tea. Jordan didn’t reach for his cup this time. Instead, he stood slowly, the letter and the candle in hand.
The letter wasn’t heavy anymore. Just paper and ink. But it had weight in a new way now—like a stone set in place on a trail, marking the start of something.
“Should I leave the candle burning?” Jordan asked quietly.
Tarren shook his head. “Snuff it, now that your intent is set. Let her light the next one, if she wants.”
Jordan crouched beside the table and gently pinched the wick between his fingers, the flame surrendering without resistance. The scent of rosemary and calendula lingered, clean and bittersweet.
He slipped the candle into his coat pocket and tucked the letter into the inside fold, where it would stay close. Then he turned and moved to the door.
The trailer groaned softly as he stepped outside. Dawn was settling in slow and pale over the horizon, wrapping the trees in misty gold. The grass was damp beneath his shoes, the air smelling of ashwood and damp pine.
He turned back once, looking at the trailer. The green lantern beside the door flickered again before dimming to a soft, steady glow. Not quite an invitation this time. More like a thank-you.
Tarren stood in the doorway, mug in hand. He gave a nod—not a farewell, but an acknowledgment. A spell completed.
Jordan nodded in return, then headed for the car.
As he started the engine, a blue jay landed on the hood. It cocked its head once, made a sharp little chirp, then flew off in a flutter of sky-colored feathers.
Jordan smiled.
He didn’t say anything. Just drove toward the morning, the candle in his pocket warm against his ribs.
The green lantern by the door had dimmed to a gentle glow, its purpose fulfilled for the night. Tarren watched it flicker faintly for a moment longer, then stepped back inside and shut the door behind him with a soft click.
The trailer was quiet. Not empty—never empty—but settled, like a house that had exhaled.
He moved through the space with a kind of reverence, barefoot and careful not to disturb the hush that had fallen. His hands, steady and practiced, began the quiet work of resetting.
He cleared the tea mugs first, rinsing them in the small porcelain sink. The spoon clinked against the ceramic with a sound that felt almost too loud for this hour. He lit a bundle of dried sage and rose petals, letting the smoke drift toward the ceiling beams, curling into the corners where energy liked to hide.
Not to banish anything. Just to bless what had been shared.
The scent rose like memory. Not sweet. Not sharp. Just… sacred.
Tarren moved next to the table, where the candle’s wax had cooled into a soft puddle. He scraped the edges gently, then folded a fresh cloth over the surface. He placed a jar of sea salt and chamomile at its center, weighing the space down with calm.
From the shelves, he pulled a small, linen-bound book—his personal Book of Shadows. Unlike his family’s thick, ancestral tome tucked away under the bed, this one was smaller, with pages softened by years of handwritten notes, pressed flowers, and corners smudged with ash and oil.
He sat on the bench, the morning sun now sliding in through the side window in pale gold streaks, and turned to a fresh page. In simple script, he wrote:
Client: Jordan Sato.
 Intention: Reconnection, not romance.
 Magic used: Candle with rosemary and calendula. Tea blend: thyme-orange with honey. Tarot spread began romantic—shifted into family and forgiveness.
 Outcome: Letter written. Candle snuffed with clear intent. He left lighter.
 Symbol seen: Blue jay. Direction given: Listen, even if the answer is silence.
He paused. Then underlined Listen once, slowly.
After closing the book, he ran his fingers along the spine for a moment before setting it aside. The trailer still smelled of herbs and warmth. Still held a shape carved by emotion, like a bed that remembers the body even after it rises.
He stepped outside for a moment, mug of fresh tea in hand. The forest around him was waking—birds beginning to call to each other, insects buzzing in the tall grass. A rabbit darted between two sage bushes and vanished.
The earth under his feet was still damp from dew. The air, crisp and smelling of pine, felt like a second cup of tea to the soul.
Tarren crouched near the steps, reached into a clay bowl nestled under the trailer’s hitch, and scattered a handful of oats and sunflower seeds across the ground.
“Thank you,” he said softly—to the land, to the wind, to the unseen.
Then, quietly, he went back inside.
The envelope was creased at the corners, soft from being handled too many times. The ink on the front had smudged just slightly where Jordan’s thumb had rested, second-guessing, hesitating, deciding. Again and again.
But now, it sat in a blue mailbox near the edge of town, the flag raised.
Jordan stood by his car and watched it for a while, as if the box itself might judge him. It didn’t. The wind rustled a line of ivy up the fence, and somewhere behind the trees, a blue jay called and fluttered away.
He breathed in through his nose, slow and deep. Then got in the car and drove.
He didn’t know what would happen next. Whether she’d reply. Whether she’d even read it. But for the first time in years, he didn’t feel like a ghost in his own life.
───────────────
Back in the woods, the trailer window was open to the breeze.
Tarren sat on the edge of his bed, binding fresh pages into his traveling journal. The green lantern by the door was unlit now—its glow reserved for when it was needed. The world outside shifted toward dusk, and the shadows stretched long and blue between the trees.
A knock came, soft but certain.
Tarren looked up. Smiled.
He tucked his book beneath a bundle of fresh sage, lit the candle on the counter with a snap of his fingers, and stood.
Outside, a woman stood beside a little boy, no older than six, holding a worn photograph of a house that no longer existed. Her eyes were ringed with tiredness, but there was a steadiness there too. A kind of resolve.
The lantern by the door flickered to life.
Tarren opened the door.
“Evening,” he said, with warmth that reached his eyes. “You look like you’ve come a long way.”
The woman nodded. “I heard you might be able to help us find something.”
Tarren stepped aside and gestured to the bench inside, where the kettle was already whispering to life on the stove.
“Come in,” he said. “I’ve got just the tea for that.”
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The lantern above the door glowed green.
It wasn’t a firelight green or a sour one—it was the color of glass that’s been sun-warmed on a windowsill for decades. Soft, not startling. Like spring after a cold spell. And that’s what caught Rachel’s attention. Not the trailer itself, which looked ordinary enough—tired white siding, a few hand-painted sigils at the corners if you knew what to look for—but the little green glow, hanging like a beacon from the old black signpost by the steps.
She parked the car on the gravel shoulder and turned off the engine. Nico hadn’t looked up from the bracelet in his hands since they left the house, and even now, as she unbuckled her seatbelt, he just sat there with his brow pinched, thumbs brushing over the place where the missing charm used to be.
“Ready?” she asked.
He didn’t answer, but he opened the door and followed.
Tarren opened the trailer door before they even knocked. “Come on in,” he said with a warm smile, stepping aside like he’d been expecting them for hours.
The inside smelled like cinnamon and clove, with something green underneath—maybe rosemary? There were herbs drying from the ceiling and candles tucked into nooks, books leaning against the backsplash, and the kettle already humming on the little stove. A pie—half-finished—sat waiting to be braided with a top crust, but Tarren gave it no mind.
“I’m Tarren,” he said, offering his hand to Rachel first, then to Nico. “And you’ve found me, which usually means something’s weighing heavy.”
“I’m Rachel,” she said, her voice catching. “This is my son, Nico.”
Tarren nodded, and instead of saying anything like "I’m sorry", he gestured to the cushioned bench beside the little table. “Sit wherever feels good. I’ve got tea steeping—apple and chamomile—or cocoa, if that’s more your speed,” he added, looking gently at Nico.
Nico didn’t say anything, but when Tarren set down a steaming cup of cocoa anyway, he wrapped both hands around it.
Rachel sat with a sigh, her hands fidgeting with her sleeves. “I don’t know how much you know about what you…do,” she started. “But a friend said you were good with… people who don’t know how to explain things.”
Tarren chuckled, not unkindly. “That about sums it up.”
She glanced at Nico, who kept his head down. “It’s this charm bracelet,” she said. “His grandmother gave it to him. He lost one of the charms last week—he says it was the one that protected everything.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow and looked to Nico. “May I see?”
Slowly, Nico slid the bracelet across the table. It was a child’s bracelet—stretchy and worn, with mismatched beads and a handful of metal charms dangling from it. A key, a feather, a small sun, a chipped green stone. One spot was conspicuously empty, the loop twisted like a scar.
“It was a bird,” Nico said finally, in a voice small and tight. “A silver one. Nana said it was to keep bad things away.”
Rachel winced, clearly unsure whether to interrupt or let him speak.
Tarren turned the bracelet gently in his fingers. “Birds are good travelers. They know when to leave, and when to come back. She was a wise woman, your nana.”
Nico nodded once, his eyes bright with held-in tears.
Tarren looked to Rachel. “Do you know where it might’ve gone?”
She shook her head. “We were walking near the creek behind my mom’s old house. I didn’t even know he still wore it—he’d tucked it under his sleeve. I found him tearing up the woods later that night.”
“I wasn’t tearing!” Nico snapped, eyes hot.
Tarren didn’t flinch. “I would have too,” he said calmly. “If I lost something that carried love like this does.”
That silenced the boy.
Rachel spoke again, softer now. “He hasn’t slept right in days. He says things feel… wrong. Like it’s not just the charm that’s missing. Like he is.”
Tarren nodded, folding the bracelet into his palm like it was made of spun glass. “Then we’ll look. Not just for the bird, but for what you’re really missing.” He set the bracelet gently on the table. “If that’s alright with both of you.”
Nico’s fingers hovered over the stretch cord. “Will it work? The magic?”
Tarren gave a crooked smile. “Magic always works. The trick is figuring out how.”
And with that, the kettle whistled.
The night passed gently in the trailer, with shadows flickering on the walls and the air smelling of cinnamon and steam. Tarren had pulled out a second blanket for Nico and let him fall asleep curled up on the cushioned bench, the charm bracelet safe in his hand. Rachel sat at the table long after, a mug of now-cold tea in her hands, watching the boy’s chest rise and fall with a mother’s nervous patience.
Tarren didn’t push her to speak.
Eventually, she did. “I should’ve… I don’t know. Paid more attention, I guess. To how much it meant to him.”
Tarren didn’t scold or soothe. He simply said, “We notice different things when we’re the ones holding the grief. It’s okay.”
Rachel glanced over at Nico. “He’s always been… sensitive. Thoughtful, I mean. My mom used to say he had ‘old eyes.’” Her voice thinned. “She would’ve known what to say. She always had something. A story. A little bottle of lavender oil. She made everything seem manageable.”
“Sounds like a woman who knew magic,” Tarren said, pouring a second cup of tea for them both.
Rachel let out a small laugh. “She’d never call it that. But yeah. Maybe.”
Outside, the forest quieted for the night, and the trailer warmed with a kind of hush that felt held. Tarren watched her a moment longer, then set a small clay bowl in the center of the table and filled it with salt, lavender, and a sprig of rosemary.
“Protection,” he said, sliding it gently between them. “For the dreams.”
Rachel stared at it, blinking slowly, and whispered, “Thank you.”
───────────────
In the morning, the woods behind Rachel’s childhood home were already humming with birdsong.
They met at the trailhead—a narrow path marked by flattened grass and the occasional snapped twig. Rachel had brought a small backpack, filled with water bottles, tissues, and the leftover charm bracelet now wrapped in a handkerchief.
Nico had refused to leave without it.
Tarren adjusted the strap of his satchel and crouched low, placing one hand on the earth. His other hand reached for Nico’s.
“May I?”
Nico hesitated, then nodded. Their fingers touched—small and large—and Tarren pressed them both to the soil.
“Let’s ask the land to remember,” Tarren murmured. “Where your bird might’ve flown.”
Rachel stood just behind, watching the two of them framed by dappled sunlight and the scent of pine. The spell—or maybe just the silence—settled around them like morning fog.
Tarren rose with a soft grunt and let the moment fall away naturally. “Now,” he said, smiling down at Nico, “show me where you walked.”
The boy nodded and took the lead.
They walked for over an hour, tracing the narrow trails between moss-covered stones and ferns still heavy with dew. Nico pointed to a bend in the path where he’d sat and eaten a sandwich, and another spot near a rotted log where he thought he’d tripped. But there was no glint of silver. No charm. Only the chirp of birds, the rustle of leaves, and the soft crunch of boots against dirt.
At one point, they paused on a rock outcropping, just above the creek.
Rachel sat beside Nico while Tarren plucked a leaf and folded it, humming softly.
“You know,” Rachel said, voice low and careful, “your Nana used to come out here when she needed to think.”
“I know,” Nico muttered. “She said the trees helped.”
“They do,” Tarren added from where he crouched. “They remember. Not in the way people do. But they remember where the pain settled. And sometimes they help carry it.”
Nico looked doubtful.
Tarren pulled a small pouch from his satchel and shook it gently. “Here,” he said, offering it to Nico. “Hazel leaves, clover, and a pinch of salt. Protection, for now. Not a replacement. Just something to hold while we figure it out.”
Nico took it and tucked it into his jacket pocket without a word.
───────────────
Later that afternoon, as the sky began to deepen, they sat on the porch of the trailer beneath a string of flickering lights. Nico was quieter now—not resolved, but less jagged. Rachel watched him from the doorway as Tarren handed her a slice of spiced bread from the oven.
“I didn’t think it would help,” she admitted softly. “Coming here.”
Tarren didn’t look smug. He only nodded, his gaze on the horizon. “Most people don’t.”
She turned the warm slice over in her hands. “It’s not the bracelet, is it? That’s not what’s really broken.”
“No,” Tarren said. “But it’s what he can hold. And that matters more than people think.”
The next morning brought an autumn stillness that made everything seem older.
Dew clung to the tips of boots as the trio stepped through the edge of the woods again, this time with more intention. The sky above was soft and silver, filtered through branches that still held the season’s last gold.
Nico led them without needing to be asked. His steps were smaller today but steady, and the pouch of herbs tucked in his jacket gave him something to reach for when the silence got heavy.
Rachel walked beside him, this time without trying to lead or comfort too soon. Her instinct to protect had softened into something else—attention, maybe. Presence. She watched where he looked and matched his pace. She hadn’t done that in a while.
Tarren trailed just behind, occasionally tapping tree trunks or bending to press his palm to a patch of moss. It wasn’t for show. He listened, even if no one else could hear what he heard.
“Did your grandmother ever tell you what each charm meant?” he asked gently as they climbed a shallow hill.
Nico nodded. “The key was for stories. The feather was for being brave. The sun was for keeping nightmares away. The stone… it was for not being sick.”
“And the bird?”
“For flying away from bad things,” Nico said. “Or making the bad things fly away. She never said which.”
Tarren smiled. “Maybe both.”
The path narrowed until they reached a crooked clearing filled with fern and stone. Nico stopped beside a low stump where the wood had split into the shape of a heart.
“I remember this,” he said. “We used to sit here.”
“She used to tell you that the fairies slept here,” Rachel said, her voice catching on the memory.
“Yeah,” Nico whispered. “I used to leave clover and quarters. Just in case.”
They all stood quietly for a while. A breeze passed through the trees like a sigh.
Tarren pulled a small paper bundle from his satchel and unwrapped it carefully. Inside was a piece of golden thread and a silver bell, the kind meant to tie to a charm bracelet or keychain.
“I brought these in case we don’t find the bird,” he said, setting them down on the stump. “Not to replace it, but to give us something to work with.”
Nico crouched to look closer. “It’s not the same.”
“No,” Tarren agreed. “But magic isn’t about things staying the same. It’s about knowing what they were, and what they can become.”
Rachel knelt beside her son. “Your Nana used to take the ugliest fabric scraps and turn them into quilts. Remember?”
Nico nodded.
“She’d say, ‘You don’t throw away a thing just because it’s torn.’” Rachel looked at him. “You patch it. That’s what the love is for.”
The boy was quiet for a long time. Then, without a word, he reached out and touched the golden thread.
───────────────
The walk back was slower.
Not because they were tired, but because no one seemed in a rush to leave the quiet. Rachel asked Tarren about the bundles of herbs they’d passed, and he explained how certain leaves could hold heat, or memory, depending on how they were dried. Nico pointed out mushrooms and Tarren gave their names, joking that you should never eat anything without first asking the forest’s permission.
By the time they returned to the trailer, the day had leaned into late afternoon, and the sky had warmed slightly, gold peeking between clouds. Tarren opened the trailer door and motioned them inside.
“I think it’s time to make something new,” he said, moving toward the bench where his box of trinkets waited.
Nico approached slowly, then sat cross-legged on the floor as Tarren opened the wooden box.
Inside were scraps of ribbon, glass beads, pieces of bone, polished stones, string, wood carvings, and charms shaped like moons, shoes, hands, and animals.
“You can use anything you feel drawn to,” Tarren said. “It doesn’t have to look the same. It just has to feel right.”
Nico reached in. Not quickly—he took his time.
He picked out a stone shaped like a teardrop, a bit of green thread, and a tiny wooden charm in the shape of a bird—but this one’s wings were open. It wasn’t flying away. It was soaring.
When he looked up at his mom, his eyes were wet.
Rachel reached for his hand. “It’s beautiful.”
He smiled faintly, then whispered, “It’s braver.”
Tarren nodded and handed him a small silver loop. “Want to put it on?”
Nico took the loop and began threading the new charm onto his bracelet with quiet care.
Rachel leaned against the table, hand over her mouth. Her other hand reached into her bag and, after a moment, pulled out a piece of fabric.
It was a torn scrap of her mother’s favorite apron—worn cotton with strawberries printed across it. She hadn’t known what to do with it until now.
“May I?” she asked.
Nico nodded.
She tied it in a tiny knot beside the new charm.
When it was done, Tarren lit a small cone of lavender incense and passed the bracelet through the smoke.
“Blessed by earth, softened by time,” he whispered. “Let love stitch what fear tore loose.”
The room didn’t glow. The charm didn’t shine. But something changed anyway.
Nico clutched the bracelet against his chest. Not to hold on this time—but to carry it forward.
It began with a drawer.
The next morning, after breakfast plates had been cleared and the scent of nutmeg still lingered in the trailer’s tiny kitchen, Rachel asked if Tarren might come with them to the house. She didn’t say she was nervous about going in alone, but she didn’t have to.
Tarren simply grabbed his coat and said, “Of course.”
The house had sat still for a month now. Not abandoned, just… paused. As if waiting for someone to breathe life into it again.
Rachel stood at the threshold with one hand on Nico’s shoulder and the other on the doorknob, her knuckles pale.
“I haven’t touched anything,” she said softly. “It still smells like her.”
Tarren said nothing. He let her open the door.
The scent hit them all at once. Old furniture polish, a trace of dust, and something warmer—like dried apples and worn fabric. Nico stepped inside first this time, which surprised them both. His gaze swept across the faded wallpaper and the worn rug without fear.
“I remember this couch,” he said, pointing to the pale green one near the window. “She let me jump on it when you weren’t home.”
Rachel laughed, a sound so sudden it startled her. “I didn’t know that.”
“She said the springs liked the attention.”
They all stepped inside, the door clicking gently shut behind them.
The house was still full of memories.
Tarren wandered slowly through the living room, not touching anything. His eyes moved from wall to shelf to shadow like he was reading a book no one else could see.
“Where would she have kept the bracelet box?” he asked.
Rachel hesitated. “Either in the sewing room or the bedroom. Depends on whether she was hiding it from me.”
They started with the sewing room.
It was tucked in the back, past a linen closet that smelled of lavender sachets and time. The sewing machine stood like a monument in the center, still threaded, as if Evelyn might return at any moment to finish the hem of a tea towel.
Nico picked up a wooden spool of thread and let it spin in his hand.
“She used to tell me every stitch had a story,” he said.
Rachel touched a stack of quilt tops on the shelf, running her fingers across the uneven edges. “She patched everything. Even socks.”
Tarren knelt beside the old sewing desk and opened the bottom drawer.
Inside, nestled among loose buttons and a tarnished thimble, was a box.
It was small, wooden, and painted with chipped green flowers. The clasp stuck for a moment before giving way.
Inside were charms.
Dozens of them—collected, gifted, treasured. Tiny animals, half-broken hearts, smooth stones, polished marbles, even a bent ring. It wasn’t just a box. It was a story.
Rachel sank onto the chair beside the desk and let out a shaky breath.
“She kept everything.”
Tarren held up a small charm shaped like a little wooden acorn. “Do you remember this one?”
Rachel nodded slowly. “Dad gave it to her on their first anniversary. He said she was small but full of power.”
She smiled. “She made a joke about how he should be careful not to step on her.”
“I remember,” Nico said. “She told me that story last summer. She said love was being willing to carry someone in your pocket.”
They all stilled for a moment.
Then Rachel picked up the charm and pressed it into her son’s hand. “You should have this.”
He clutched it without speaking.
They sat on the floor for a while, sorting through the charms, telling small stories—each one tugging gently at memory, like pulling loose threads from a worn sweater and finding comfort in the unraveling.
───────────────
Later, as twilight began to soften the edges of the room, Tarren began lighting candles—one on the mantle, one in the kitchen, one tucked beside the faded photograph of Evelyn and her husband dancing barefoot in the garden.
Rachel joined him without being asked.
“She used to say light doesn’t chase away the dark. It reminds the dark that it’s not alone,” she said.
Tarren nodded. “That sounds like her.”
He lit one more near the table, where the bracelet box now rested, and whispered something in a language Nico didn’t recognize.
“What did you say?” the boy asked.
Tarren smiled. “I said: what is remembered, lives.”
The house smelled different now.
Less stale. Less lost.
Warm cinnamon. Melted wax. And something gentler—like honey and memory.
As they moved from room to room, Rachel began pulling old linens from drawers and laying them out again—curtains her mother had sewn, a yellow blanket that used to live on the back of the couch, a crocheted tea cozy that looked like a tiny cottage.
Nico set his new charm bracelet on the windowsill beside the green glass bird feeder, letting it catch the last golden threads of sunset.
He turned back to Tarren and said, “I think I’m ready now.”
“Ready for what?”
“To say goodbye,” Nico said. “But only a little.”
Tarren gave him a nod of deep respect. “That’s more than enough.”
The sun had nearly set when they returned to the forest. The light was soft and amber, brushing the tops of the trees in golden hush, as though the world itself were holding its breath.
Tarren led the way this time, walking just ahead with the kind of silence that wasn’t empty, but respectful. Nico and Rachel followed side by side, hands brushing now and then—not holding, but near.
They weren’t going far. Just to the heart of it.
To the clearing with the heart-shaped stump.
The forest welcomed them like an old friend, each branch creaking with the ease of recognition. The wind played low between the leaves, and the birdsong was distant, like a lullaby already halfway asleep.
When they arrived, Tarren turned to Nico.
“Did you bring it?”
Nico nodded and stepped forward. In his palm, he held the bracelet—now patched together with the new charms, the acorn, and the tiny scrap of apron ribbon. It no longer looked broken. It looked full. Like something ready to be remembered.
Tarren knelt at the stump and brushed away a layer of fallen leaves, revealing the carved spiral pattern someone had etched long ago.
“Place it here,” he said, “just for a moment.”
Nico did. Gently.
Tarren took a deep breath and opened a small pouch from his satchel, sprinkling bits of dried herbs—lavender, rose, mugwort, and yarrow—around the edge of the stump. He whispered a few words in the old tongue, the syllables rolling through the air like wind through pine needles.
Rachel watched in stillness. Not entirely understanding, but not needing to.
Tarren stood, raising his arms just slightly.
“Blessed be the memory held in thread and stone.
 Blessed be the hands that gave and the hands that kept.
 Blessed be what was, what is, and what lingers.”
The wind stirred.
Not sharply, not wildly. Just enough to lift the corner of Rachel’s coat. Just enough to flutter the tiny ribbon on the bracelet.
Nico stared at it with wide eyes.
“Do you feel that?” he whispered.
Rachel nodded. “Like she’s here.”
“No,” Nico said. “Like she never left.”
Tarren said nothing. He only smiled and stepped back, letting the moment belong to them.
Rachel reached forward and picked up the bracelet again, now warm from sunlight and spellwork, and fastened it around her son’s wrist.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For remembering.”
Nico leaned against her side, just for a second. Long enough.
And then they sat, all three of them, until the sun dipped low and the moon began to stitch silver into the sky.
───────────────
That night, back at the trailer, the world didn’t feel fixed—but it felt stitched.
A little tighter. A little stronger.
Nico had fallen asleep curled on the bench with his bracelet tucked under his chin. Rachel sat at the small table, drinking chamomile and watching the candlelight flicker against the tiny glass window.
Tarren placed a small charm beside her cup.
It was shaped like a needle.
“For mending,” he said.
Rachel smiled. “I think we’ve started.”
Tarren simply nodded.
And somewhere, in the quiet space between breath and memory, a thread was tied—not to hold on, but to carry forward.
By morning, the sky had turned the color of faded blue flannel—soft and worn and gentle. The scent of cinnamon oats and dried apple lingered in the air as Rachel packed up her overnight bag. Nico had already slipped outside, wandering through the edge of the woods one last time, his patched bracelet swinging gently from his wrist.
Tarren stood at the little trailer sink, rinsing out mugs, the steam rising like a spell that had just finished working. He didn’t rush her.
“You’re not really what I expected,” Rachel said after a while, folding a sweater over her arm.
He looked over. “What did you expect?”
She smiled. “More... glitter, maybe. Or birds flying out of your pockets. Less tea and quilts.”
“I’ve had a few birds fly out of my pockets,” he said with a small grin. “But only when I wasn’t paying attention.”
Rachel laughed, and the sound didn’t catch in her throat this time.
She crossed to the small table and sat down, letting her fingers trace the grooves in the wood. “I didn’t know how much I was carrying until we started pulling it apart.”
“You still are,” Tarren said softly. “Just differently now.”
A knock at the door interrupted them—Nico, holding something in both hands.
Tarren opened the door and let the boy in. Nico stepped inside, cheeks pink from the morning air. “I found this near the stump.”
He held out a small, weathered feather. Black with a white tip.
Tarren accepted it with care. “Crow feather. Messenger bird.”
“Does it mean anything?” Nico asked.
Tarren turned it slowly in the light. “Only what you want it to. But they’re known for watching. Remembering. And for being there at the edge of things.”
Nico nodded and tucked the feather into his coat pocket.
“I think she sent it,” he added, almost like a question.
Tarren didn’t answer with words. He simply gave Nico a quiet, solemn look that felt like a yes.
───────────────
They left midmorning.
The trailer door swung shut with a soft click, and Tarren stood by the steps to see them off. Rachel loaded the bag into the back seat and paused, hand on the car door.
“I don’t know how to thank you.”
“You don’t have to,” Tarren said. “You patched something. That was the magic.”
She nodded, eyes wet but smiling. “If we ever need—”
“You’ll find me,” he said. “People always do. When they’re ready.”
Nico gave him a quick hug—surprising them both—and then climbed into the passenger seat.
Rachel followed, and soon the car rolled down the dusty drive, back toward town.
Tarren stood watching until it disappeared around the bend.
Then he turned back inside, where a crow feather waited beside a cup of cooling tea.
He tucked the feather into a small jar near the window and lit a fresh candle on the table.
Outside, the wind shifted. The forest whispered.
Somewhere, someone else would need help.
And Tarren would be ready.
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The knock came just as twilight settled into the forest, low and humming and still. Tarren looked up from where he was threading dried orange peel onto a copper wire, letting the last bit of early light glint off the glass jars that lined his trailer walls. The green lantern outside flickered gently—the charm had worked. Someone needed him.
When he opened the door, a tall man stood at the foot of the steps, shoulders square but eyes downcast, his silhouette softened by the thick cloth bundle slung over one shoulder. His boots were coated in river mud, and the scent of bay water clung to him, old and clean and heavy with memory.
“You’re the one who helps,” the man said. His voice was deep, worn like leather. “Right?”
Tarren stepped aside, holding the door open with a calm nod. “Come in. I just put the kettle on.”
Inside, the trailer was warm and quiet, lit by strands of soft white bulbs woven with rosemary and wildflower garlands. Elijah ducked slightly as he entered, careful with the bundle. He didn’t speak at first—just looked around. The herbs, the little carved gods on the shelf, the bowl of river stones. The tiny wooden fox near the window.
He moved like someone who didn’t expect to stay long.
Tarren pointed to the padded bench along the wall. “You can sit, if you like. Most people do better talking with their hands busy. I’ve got tea, or honey water.”
“Honey water sounds fine,” Elijah said, and slowly eased the bundle onto the table. The weight of it hit the wood with a soft thud, not loud, but final.
Tarren didn’t ask right away. He brought two mugs from the shelf—one plain, one with an old, cracked glaze that had turned the color of moss. He handed Elijah the plain one.
“I’m Tarren,” he said, settling into the seat across from him. “What would you like me to call you?”
“Elijah.” He rested his hands on the cloth. “I ain’t crazy. Just so we’re clear.”
“Most people who come here aren’t,” Tarren said, sipping. “Though they usually think they are.”
Elijah nodded slowly. Then he pulled the cloth back.
Beneath it was rope—yards of it, tangled and coiled like vines in a storm. Knots of every kind, layered over each other. Some were tight and rigid. Others looked like they’d been tied by a child. A few were barely holding their shape. There was string woven in, bits of ribbon, a thin loop made from braided swamp grass. Each knot felt... intentional. As if every one had a name.
“I’ve been carrying this,” Elijah said, his eyes fixed on the rope. “For years. Since I left home. Each one’s a curse. Or a wound. Or a memory I couldn’t let go of.”
He reached out and tapped a knot near the top. It was tied through an old fishhook.
“That’s the first one. I tied it the night I buried my mama.”
Tarren didn’t speak. He simply placed his hand lightly near the edge of the cloth, respectful but ready.
“I don’t know what made me bring it here,” Elijah said after a long pause. “Only that I got tired of carrying it alone.”
Tarren finally gave a small, warm smile. “That’s enough of a reason.”
And as the kettle began to sing softly from the stovetop, the wind outside picked up just slightly—rustling the trees, brushing against the trailer’s windows. Not strong. Not loud.
Just enough to suggest something had shifted.
Something had begun.
The kettle let out a low whistle, and Tarren moved with practiced grace to lift it from the heat. Steam curled into the air as he poured the water over dried lemon balm and mugwort in a teapot shaped like a rounded stone. He carried it back to the table without breaking the quiet, letting the space settle into its own rhythm.
Elijah hadn’t moved. His hands still rested on the cloth, palms flat, fingers curled just slightly at the edges. He stared down at the knots like they were breathing things.
Tarren poured the tea and pushed one cup gently forward. “You don’t have to untie anything tonight if you’re not ready. Sometimes people just need to sit with what they’ve made.”
“I didn’t make it,” Elijah said quickly. “Not all of it. Some of these… they were tied for me. Tied into me.”
Tarren nodded. “That happens too.”
Elijah lifted the mug, both hands wrapped around it. He didn’t drink, just inhaled the steam. “You believe in curses?”
“I believe in memory,” Tarren said. “And memory holds tight when it isn’t heard. Sometimes the body remembers what the mind won’t. A knotted rope can carry more pain than a cut one.”
That got a small exhale out of Elijah. It might have been a laugh. Or the closest he’d come in a while.
He reached out and turned the bundle slightly, revealing a knot made of braided yellow yarn with a seashell tied into its center.
“This one’s from when I was ten. I stole my brother’s carved whittling knife, then swore I didn’t. My mother found it buried under my pillow. I tied this to keep from ever lying again.”
“Did it work?”
“I got better at hiding things,” Elijah muttered.
Tarren didn’t press. Instead, he traced a finger gently down one of the longer strands—green-dyed, with frayed edges.
“You brought these here for a reason. If you’re willing, we can start with whichever one you’re ready to untie.”
Elijah didn’t answer right away. He leaned back, eyes scanning the ropes. “I always figured I’d take them with me when I died. That they’d bury me with this thing and someone would think it was some old man’s mess of fishing line.”
“Or maybe they’d know better,” Tarren said softly. “Maybe someone would look at the knots and see a life that meant something.”
Elijah looked up sharply, but Tarren’s gaze didn’t flinch. There was no pity there, just a steady kindness that filled the small space like light.
Finally, Elijah pulled the fishhook knot toward him. “This one first. It’s the oldest. The heaviest. Mama’s was the only funeral I didn’t cry at.”
Tarren reached for the tea again and poured them both fresh cups. “Then we’ll see if the rope can cry for you.”
They began to untangle it slowly, their fingers brushing the old twine, loosening its tension. As the knot gave way under their hands, a soft pop echoed in the space—so faint it might have been nothing, or everything. The fishhook slipped loose and landed in Elijah’s palm.
He stared at it for a long moment.
“She used to hum when she cooked,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “Little nonsense tunes. I used to hate it. Said it made us sound poor.”
“She kept singing, though?”
“Every day.”
He closed his fingers around the hook. His hands trembled just a little.
“I haven’t heard that tune in years,” he added. “But I could feel it in my bones the second that knot came loose.”
“That’s how you know it’s working,” Tarren said, not smiling but soft all the same. “Not magic. Just memory, coming back into the light.”
The night deepened outside. Wind rattled the lantern gently on its post, and inside the trailer, the shadows curled low and warm. Elijah didn’t move to leave. The bundle still held dozens more knots, but one had been released.
It was enough—for now.
Elijah hadn’t meant to stay the night. That’s what he said as the sky turned from twilight to dark blue to black—just a few stories, just one cup of tea. But now he was barefoot, jacket hanging on a hook by the door, legs stretched out beneath Tarren’s small table as if he’d always belonged there.
The bundle sat between them again, now unwrapped completely. It rested in the center like a coiled creature sleeping in the firelight. Tarren had lit a beeswax candle with rosemary in the wick. It hissed as it burned, filling the trailer with a scent that smelled of earth and something old and green.
Elijah reached down and touched a knot tied with kitchen twine—nothing fancy, but the knot was compact and tight, with careful edges.
“She tied this one,” he said quietly.
Tarren looked up from where he was slicing fresh ginger. “Your mother?”
Elijah nodded. “I must’ve been seven. We were kneading dough for the week’s bread. She kept this jar of flour—big glass thing with a broken lid—said it had to be kept on the top shelf so the air didn’t spoil it. Anyway, I knocked it over. Broke the jar. Flour everywhere.”
His lips twitched in memory. “I started crying. Thought she was gonna whup me. But she just looked down at the mess and said, ‘Well now the floor’s seasoned with wheat, ain’t it?’ Then she pulled a bit of string from the drawer, tied a knot around my wrist, and told me, ‘This one’s for forgiveness.’”
Tarren leaned forward, gently brushing his fingers across the knot without touching it. “She sounds like someone who made things mean something.”
“She was,” Elijah said. “Her hands never stopped moving. She tied herbs above the doors, jars beneath the bed. We weren’t witches or nothing, but she had ways. Bayou ways.”
Tarren’s eyes lit slightly. “There’s a kind of magic in mothers who pass on quiet power. You don’t always know you’ve been given it until years later.”
He pushed a small bowl toward Elijah. “Salt and clay. You can untie this one over the bowl if you’d like. Helps release anything it’s holding.”
Elijah hesitated only a moment, then picked up the knot. His fingers moved slowly, reverently. As the twine slipped free, the rope uncoiled with an almost audible sigh. A bit of flour still clung to one thread, turning it ghost-pale at the edges.
“Can’t believe that’s still there,” he said, brushing it gently.
“She taught you to cook?”
“She taught me everything,” he replied, a little too quickly. “Which made it worse when she got sick. She’d sit at the table and tell me what to do, but it wasn’t the same. The house got… cold. Quiet.”
“You stopped baking?”
Elijah nodded. “Didn’t feel right without her hands in the dough.”
Tarren handed him a clean cloth. “What if you didn’t bake for the dough, but for the memory of her hands?”
Elijah didn’t answer, but he looked down at the twine in his lap like it had changed shape.
Then: “She used to rub salt into the counter before kneading. Said it kept bad spirits out of the crust.”
Tarren smiled. “Your mother and I would’ve gotten along.”
For a while, neither of them said anything. The trailer crackled softly around them—the tea kettle letting off the last of its heat, the candle giving off slow, flickering light. Outside, the woods rustled with night creatures, but inside, the past and present lived together in one breath.
After a time, Elijah picked up another knot. He didn’t say which story it held, not yet. He just held it in his hands, turning it over like a question.
“You really believe this works?” he asked. “The talking, the tying, the untying?”
Tarren looked at him gently. “It’s not about believing. It’s about remembering. You’ve got a map in your hands, Elijah. We’re just walking it together.”
Elijah leaned back, pressing the untied twine into the salt and clay, and then wiped his hands. He looked tired but looser, like something long-gripped was beginning to ease.
And though neither of them said it, they both knew the next knot would be harder.
The morning came slow and pale, spilling through the trees in threads of soft gold. Inside the trailer, the small sleeping nook in the back remained untouched—Elijah had fallen asleep in the dining seat sometime after midnight, arms folded, the rope bundle beside him like a loyal dog curled at his side.
Tarren moved quietly. He made coffee this time—strong, spiced with cinnamon and orange peel. He left a mug beside Elijah without saying a word and returned to a low stool by the herb shelves to begin sorting bundles of drying hyssop and sage. The soft snap of brittle stems was the only sound in the trailer.
Elijah stirred eventually, sitting up with a grunt and a stretch. His hands reached instinctively for the rope.
“I dreamed about the river,” he said hoarsely. “My brother and I used to throw wood in and race it down the bends. First one to the cypress won.”
Tarren looked over. “What did you win?”
“Whatever the other one was willing to give up,” Elijah said, rubbing the back of his neck. “One time he gave me his whole lunch. Another time I lost and had to carry him piggyback for three miles.”
“Sounds like a good brother.”
Elijah’s mouth tightened. “Used to be.”
He pulled one of the knots forward—a thick one, tied around a weathered piece of driftwood. It was smoother now than it had been when he found it, but still bore the faded line of a child’s carving—a shallow initial. “M.”
“My little brother, Micah,” Elijah said, voice flat. “He was always the golden one. Friendly, good in school. My mom said he had a laugh that made the trees want to dance.”
Tarren poured the coffee. “But something happened.”
Elijah didn’t answer right away. He twisted the knot slowly, watching the wood glint where it had been rubbed smooth over time.
“He left,” he said finally. “Right after the funeral. Didn’t even say goodbye. Said he couldn’t stay in the house, said it felt like a grave.”
Tarren sat down across from him again, hands folded loosely. “Did you want him to stay?”
“I didn’t know what I wanted,” Elijah said. “I just knew I didn’t want to be the only one left.”
He pushed the driftwood knot into the center of the table. “So I tied this. I said it would remind me not to need anyone.”
Tarren reached forward and picked up the knot. He turned it gently in his hands, then ran his fingers over the carved “M.”
“You were a child,” he said softly. “You were grieving.”
“That don’t excuse it,” Elijah said. “I never forgave him for leaving. Not really. And I never told him I missed him either.”
Tarren stood and moved to the small cabinet where he kept his incense. He pulled a stick of cedarwood and lit it, letting the smoke curl upward.
“We don’t always get the words right when we need them,” he said, returning to the table. “But sometimes, saying them now is enough. If you’d like to untie it, we can burn the wood after. The smoke can carry what never got said.”
Elijah nodded. “I like that.”
They untied the rope slowly. The knot came loose easier than either expected, almost eager to be let go. Elijah placed the driftwood into a small bowl and Tarren lit the edges, whispering a few words in a language older than either of them. The flame was slow, blue-tinged, dancing like it knew the name Micah.
“I still don’t know where he is,” Elijah said.
“Then speak to him like he’s everywhere,” Tarren replied.
Elijah leaned forward, watching the smoke rise. “Micah… I should’ve said goodbye too.”
The smoke curled, shifted, and drifted up toward the roof. It didn’t answer, not in words, but it didn’t have to. The quiet afterward was full, not empty.
As Tarren doused the bowl and swept the ashes into a jar, Elijah looked down at the bundle. His fingers moved slowly, resting now on a knot made of red string—one with no object attached.
“She tied this one,” he said again, but didn’t elaborate.
Tarren simply nodded and began preparing tea. The bayou waited patiently in Elijah’s memory, and the knots were starting to loosen.
The fourth knot wasn’t touched for hours.
It sat in the bundle like a warning—tighter than the rest, tied from thin, deep-crimson thread. Unlike the others, it had no trinket woven through it, no driftwood or twine or yarn. Just the thread. Smooth, strong, and wound in a complicated braid that curled in on itself like a clenched fist.
Elijah had avoided it all morning. They had shared a quiet breakfast—scrambled eggs with peppery greens, toasted cornbread with honey—then wandered out back where Tarren’s green glass lantern swayed from a low tree branch.
They’d spoken of lighter things. Tarren showed him how to spot wild chives growing among the brush. Elijah talked about the way the fog in the bayou used to wrap around his family’s porch like a scarf. He even laughed once—startled by a crow that swooped too close and then cackled like it knew a secret.
But even as the day passed gently, the red thread remained on the table inside, humming with unspoken weight.
When they returned, Elijah stood in the doorway staring at it for a long while.
“You don’t have to force anything,” Tarren offered softly. “Some knots untie when they’re ready.”
“This one won’t,” Elijah said. “Not on its own.”
He stepped inside and sat, slowly, heavily, like the knot had aged him just by being near.
Tarren didn’t move to sit. He remained standing, waiting with the patience of someone who knew silence could be sacred.
“It’s from my father’s side,” Elijah said eventually. “The pain. The curse. We never talked about it growing up—just felt it.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “Felt how?”
“Felt like we were always carrying something that didn’t belong to us,” Elijah said. “My grandma used to say one of my great-aunts did something she wasn’t supposed to. Stole something, maybe. Or betrayed someone in their circle. The stories changed every time. But the ending was always the same.”
“What was that?”
“Someone laid a hand on our family line and said, ‘You’ll never hold joy for long.’ And then they left.”
He reached out and tapped the thread.
“My sister got sick when she was a baby. We nearly lost her. Micah never found work that lasted more than a season. And me?” He let out a harsh breath. “Every time I get close to building something—real love, real stability—something comes along and breaks it. Car wrecks. sudden layoffs. A lightning strike once. And I don’t mean that metaphorically. Lightning hit the house.”
Tarren walked slowly to the shelves and retrieved a small dish of rainwater and rosemary. He set it between them, then sat across from Elijah.
“You believe someone cursed your bloodline,” he said gently.
Elijah nodded. “I believe someone tried to hurt us. And I believe they succeeded.”
The room went quiet again. Outside, the wind picked up—soft but persistent, brushing the sides of the trailer like it wanted to be let in.
Tarren dipped his fingers in the water and let it drip along the rim of the bowl. “Some things are bound in power. Others are bound in fear. The question is: which one is this?”
Elijah didn’t answer. His hand hovered over the knot, then withdrew.
“I’m not ready,” he admitted. “That one… I still feel it when I close my eyes. Like something staring back.”
“You don’t have to untie it today,” Tarren said. “You don’t even have to untie it ever. Some threads, we carry—not because we’re weak, but because we’re waiting to understand them.”
Elijah swallowed. His voice went quiet.
“Her name was Seraphine. The woman who cursed us. That’s the name my grandmother used, anyway. Said she used to live past the river, deep in the moss. Wore bones in her hair and spoke to owls like they were children.”
“And do you believe she was real?”
“I believe I’ve dreamed of her since I was eight.”
Tarren nodded slowly, placing a finger lightly on the bowl. “Then maybe it’s not about removing the knot. Maybe it’s about changing what it binds.”
He stood again, moving with quiet purpose to a tall wooden drawer. From it, he took a small length of fresh thread—pale green, like moss in spring.
“If you want,” he said, “we can braid a new one. Not to erase the old pain. But to lay something softer beside it.”
Elijah looked down at the red thread. He didn’t reach for it. Instead, he took the green one and began to braid it slowly—his fingers unsure, but willing. When he finished, he laid it beside the red.
Two knots. One old and angry. One new and gentle.
“I don’t forgive her,” he said. “But I think I’m ready to stop letting her speak for me.”
Tarren placed a small stone on top of both. “Then let this hold them still while the wind decides where they go.”
And just like that, the room breathed easier.
The fifth knot was strange—not because of how it was tied, but because of how it smelled.
As Elijah reached for it, something sweet filled the trailer. Honey and crushed clover. The scent bloomed warm and slow, like sunlight caught in amber. Tarren tilted his head, curious.
“That one’s been humming all day,” he said.
The knot was made of faded cloth ribbon—thin and fraying at the edges. Tucked within the loops was a small wooden button, smooth and rounded like it had been held in someone’s pocket for years.
Elijah stared at it for a long while, then said, “Her name was Len.”
Tarren didn’t speak, only moved his mug aside and gave Elijah the space.
“She used to call me ‘Bayou Boy,’” Elijah said with a dry smile. “Said I always smelled like moss and morning. We met during hurricane cleanup—volunteers thrown together in the chaos. I thought it was temporary. She didn’t.”
He rubbed his thumb along the button, slow, thoughtful.
“We started building something. A porch swing. A shared garden. Plans.” He paused. “I never let myself believe it would last.”
Tarren’s voice was quiet, nearly a whisper. “Why not?”
“Because nothing does,” Elijah said quickly. “Not in my family. Not in the bones of us.”
He set the knot down. “She wanted to get married. I told her I needed time. What I really meant was I didn’t trust it. Didn’t trust myself to not ruin it.”
“And what happened?”
“She left,” Elijah said. “Packed up, left a letter, took the bees with her.”
“The bees?”
“She kept a hive,” he said, his voice catching. “In the back corner of the lot. They followed her like they understood.”
Tarren let the silence breathe between them. Then he reached into the cabinet above the bench and pulled down a small jar. The label read: Wild Hive, Summer’s End. He opened the lid. The scent was the same—honey, flowers, and something soft beneath it all.
“I think this might’ve been hers,” Tarren said. “It showed up in my offerings a year ago. No note. Just the honey.”
Elijah blinked, then laughed—just once, startled and aching. “Of course she found her way to a witch.”
“She sounds like someone who knows what she’s doing.”
“She was,” Elijah said, then lowered his eyes. “She deserved better.”
Tarren slid the jar across the table. “You’re allowed to grieve your own fear. It’s human.”
“I was too scared to believe I could be loved,” Elijah said. “And now I carry a knot made of ribbon and regret.”
“Then let’s not cut it,” Tarren said. “Let’s give it something else.”
He rose and brought over a small, handmade beeswax candle. It had dried herbs pressed into its sides—lavender, rose, a bit of lemon balm. He lit it, and the room filled with the scent of a summer that had already passed.
Elijah stared into the flame.
“Len,” he whispered, “I hope your garden’s blooming. I hope your bees are well. I’m sorry I didn’t stay long enough to see the honey come in.”
And then he untied the ribbon—not fast, not slow. Just ready.
The button he kept. He tucked it into his shirt pocket, pressed it once against his chest like he was reminding himself to breathe.
Tarren didn’t say a word, only pushed a piece of sweet cornbread toward him.
For a long time, they sat without speaking.
And outside the trailer, a single bee drifted past the window and vanished into the dusk.
Evening arrived with quiet certainty. The lantern by the door flickered green, casting soft light across the table. Tarren had set out a tray of dried fruit, sliced cheese, and thick oat biscuits glazed with honey. Elijah nibbled absently, but his mind wasn’t on food.
Only two knots remained.
One was blue and gold, made of braided satin and old shoelace. It pulsed with a kind of dormant grief, the kind that waited patiently. The other—a simple twine twist tied around a carved wooden charm—rested like a stone that hadn’t moved in years.
Elijah reached toward the blue-and-gold one, then stopped. His hand hovered.
Tarren noticed. “That one’s not finished,” he said gently.
Elijah looked up, brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“I mean whatever it came from—whatever memory, whoever it’s tied to—it’s still unfolding. Some threads don’t unravel all at once. Some take years.”
Elijah pulled his hand back and turned toward the second knot instead. The twine was worn smooth. The charm—a small square of dark wood—had initials carved into it: A.G.
“My brother,” Elijah said.
Tarren waited, saying nothing.
“He carved that when we were kids. Said it was his ‘mark’—he wanted to brand it on everything he built.” He exhaled, slow. “Micah was the kind of person who could turn rust into music. Gears into clocks. Built me a birdhouse out of an old gas can and it still hangs behind Mama’s shed.”
The knot in his hand trembled just a little. Not because it was loose—but because it wasn’t.
“He’s still alive,” Elijah said. “But we haven’t spoken in almost five years.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “What happened?”
“He borrowed money. A lot. For a good reason, I think. I don’t know. I didn’t ask. I just told him no.” Elijah’s voice thickened. “He left a voicemail. Said he understood. Said he wouldn’t ask again. Then he never called back.”
He turned the charm over in his hand. “I could untie this. I could try to forgive him. Or maybe forgive myself. But the truth is… I don’t know if I want to.”
Tarren nodded, voice steady. “Then don’t.”
Elijah blinked.
“Not every knot needs to be undone,” Tarren said. “Some knots remind us where we stand. What we’re still working through. Sometimes we keep one to remember we’re human.”
Elijah set the twine knot aside—separate from the bundle. He didn’t hide it. He didn’t flinch from it. He simply placed it on the shelf above Tarren’s sink, beside a small jar of sugar and a bundle of cinnamon sticks.
“I’m not ready to forgive,” he said. “But I want to be.”
“That’s more than enough.”
Elijah looked around the trailer, then back at Tarren. “Is it strange… that I don’t feel heavier after all this? I thought digging it all up would break something.”
Tarren smiled, finally. “You didn’t dig it up. You laid it out. There’s a difference.”
The trailer was still. A soft hush settled into the corners. Outside, crickets had begun to hum. The night carried no weight—only breath, only time.
Elijah leaned back, shoulders eased, the old rope bundle now half its size.
One knot still remained. The unfinished one. And one had been kept—intact, honored.
Together, they marked the past and the present. What was ready, and what was still becoming.
And for the first time in years, Elijah did not feel cursed.
He felt chosen—not by magic, but by himself.
The morning Elijah left, the world smelled of damp grass and coffee.
Tarren had been up early, gathering lemon verbena and wild mint from the patch near the back of the trailer. He brewed a final pot—sharp and sweet—and poured it into a thermos etched with vine-like carvings. A quiet gift.
Elijah stepped out wearing a soft flannel jacket. The edge of a new knot—pale green, tied with steady fingers—peeked out from his pocket.
“You remembered how to braid it,” Tarren said with a smile.
“I remembered how to breathe while doing it,” Elijah replied. “That’s a start.”
They shared a simple breakfast—biscuits, jam, the last slices of cornbread from two nights before. The lantern above the door was still glowing softly, though the sun had risen. Tarren didn’t douse it just yet.
When Elijah rose to go, he reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a small parcel wrapped in cloth. He held it out without ceremony.
Tarren accepted it and peeled back the folds.
Inside was a length of ribbon—silky, sun-warmed yellow. It had been tied into a bow so neat, so intentional, it seemed to hum with presence. At the center was the wooden charm from Micah’s knot, looped into the fabric like a heart into a chest.
“I thought about untying it,” Elijah said. “But then I thought maybe it belonged with you.”
Tarren didn’t speak for a moment. Then he nodded, folding the bow gently and placing it on the shelf beside his herbs and matches.
“You came with knots,” he said. “And left with thread.”
Elijah chuckled. “Maybe I’ll start weaving something next.”
Tarren opened the trailer door and stepped outside with him. The world was soft with dew. Elijah walked toward his old truck—the same one he’d driven through backroads and river turns, chasing silence. Now he carried something else. Memory. Movement. Hope.
As he climbed in, Tarren called out: “Don’t forget—some threads don’t show themselves until you’re ready to look again.”
Elijah tapped the brim of an imaginary hat and smiled.
And then, with the rattle of a loose tailgate and a cough of the engine, he was gone.
Tarren stood there for a while, fingers grazing the fabric of the bow behind him. He didn’t need to read tea leaves to know something had shifted.
Inside, the trailer was quiet. Peaceful. The kind of stillness that held stories in its walls.
Later that night, as he lit a new candle, he whispered a simple blessing over the bow.
“For the knots we keep,” he said. “And the ones we choose to leave behind.”
And then he placed it in his book of shadows—not to store, but to remember.
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The village of Wrenleigh was already dressed for celebration, though the sun hadn’t yet dipped beneath the golden ridge of trees behind the bakery. Cornstalks leaned against every porch, paper lanterns dangled like sleepy stars from clotheslines, and the scent of nutmeg clung to the breeze like it had a home there.
Tarren parked his trailer at the edge of the village green, just where the gravel gave way to grass, and stepped out with a stretch. His boots crunched on a scattering of dry leaves, and the air smelled of earth, wood smoke, and something sweet—bread, maybe, or roasted apples. A fine welcome.
He looked up at the bunting overhead. All hand-tied. All made with love.
He reached back into the trailer, tugging on a soft-knit sweater with a leaf stitched near the elbow. The trailer behind him looked ordinary enough—just another old Coachmen painted beige—but the inside, if one had stepped in, might’ve felt like a pocket of enchantment. Candles, books, polished stones, herbs drying in bunches. But outside, it was only a man and his truck, arrived just in time for the harvest.
A woman’s voice broke through the soft bustle of carts and crates.
“Tarren?” It was Iris—one of the twins who ran just about everything in Wrenleigh that needed running. She came hurrying across the grass, her apron full of bundled corn. “Oh good, you’re early. June’s up to her elbows in jam, and I still need to check lanterns.”
Tarren smiled, brushing a bit of leaf from his sleeve. “I like to arrive before the bread cools. Helps me catch the best gossip.”
Iris laughed as she handed him a small cloth-wrapped bundle. “Fig cake from Mae’s. Consider it a bribe. You’ll be helping us light lanterns later, won’t you?”
“I wouldn’t miss it.”
Across the green, the bakery sat squat and warm, its windows glowing slightly with the light of the ovens within. A thin wisp of steam escaped the chimney. Mae Rowan stood at the counter, framed by the wide bay window, her hands moving methodically as she kneaded dough.
Her shoulders were tight.
She didn’t glance up as villagers passed. And though the trays of cinnamon swirls and braided bread were drawing people in with soft murmurs of delight, there was a hollowness to her movements, like a rhythm missing its beat.
Tarren watched a moment longer, then turned to Iris. “She hasn’t said yes yet, has she?”
Iris shook her head. “We keep nudging. Everyone’s waiting to see if she’ll lead the bonfire tonight. I mean—it was her aunt’s ritual, but Mae always helped, so it would make sense, right?” She hesitated. “Still… she hasn’t been the same since Nella passed. Can’t blame her.”
“No,” Tarren said softly. “You can’t.”
As Iris rushed off toward the lantern poles with a handful of twine, Tarren wandered toward the bakery. He didn’t go inside. Not yet. He paused beneath the window, catching the scent of rising dough and rosemary.
From the street, the sound of laughter rang out—Beck tuning his fiddle, children giggling as they raced through the square with strips of orange ribbon trailing behind them. The festival was coming to life.
But inside the bakery, Mae Rowan didn’t laugh.
She wiped her hands on a linen towel, turned toward the back wall, and lifted something from a hook. A soft gray apron, well-worn and patched at the hem. She stared at it a long moment before folding it carefully, laying it on the counter as though it were something breakable.
Tarren saw her lips move, though he couldn’t hear the words.
He didn’t need to.
The apron belonged to a woman who once began every festival with a smile and a flame, who danced barefoot around the fire and made pies no one could ever quite replicate. Nella Rowan had been more than a baker. She’d been the heart of Wrenleigh.
And Mae—Mae was trying her best not to fall apart in her absence.
A breeze stirred, catching the hem of the bunting and rustling the dried leaves. Tarren tilted his head toward the wind, closed his eyes for a heartbeat, and felt it brush past like an invitation. He placed the fig cake in his satchel, adjusted the collar of his sweater, and whispered a quiet greeting to the earth beneath his feet.
He hadn’t come to fix anything.
But sometimes, the right warmth could help a hearth catch fire again.
The bakery was empty now, save for the tick of the wall clock and the hush of cooling bread. Mae wiped her hands on her apron, staring at the last tray of cider scones as if they might speak first. The counter was spotless. The ovens off. Everything ready for the morning.
And yet, something tugged at her, like a sleeve caught on a nail.
She walked to the back, where the pantry door was slightly ajar. The shelves were still full, just as her aunt had left them—jars of pear preserves, nutmeg in tiny glass pots, flour folded into thick paper sacks. A scent clung to the corners, warm and faintly floral, like dried roses and clove. Nella.
Mae closed her eyes and leaned against the doorframe.
“I miss you,” she whispered.
Outside, the wind shifted again, and the old wind chime above the back stoop gave a gentle clatter. Not eerie—just familiar. Mae sighed and went to the coat hook, where her aunt’s shawl still hung. She wrapped it around her shoulders, its weight surprising.
On the doorstep, nestled beside the mat, lay a wheat heart bound in twine. Slipped into the knot was a sprig of rosemary. Frannie. It was her way of blessing the house—and maybe nudging Mae toward the firelight tonight.
Mae didn’t pick it up right away. She simply looked at it, then left the door open as she moved back inside.
She lit the small stove and put the kettle on.
───────────────
Tarren returned just as the sun kissed the edges of the hills. The trailer smelled faintly of cinnamon and beeswax—he’d lit a few candles while rearranging herbs along the spice shelf. A fresh loaf of pumpkin bread cooled beside a cluster of quartz on the windowsill. Outside, the air carried a growing energy. Something between a pulse and a hum.
He tucked the last of the clean mugs onto a tray and walked toward Mae’s bakery again, this time with two wooden cups and a jar of his mulled syrup.
Mae opened the door before he could knock. “You’re persistent,” she said.
“I’ve been called worse,” he replied with a soft smile. “This’ll take just ten minutes of your time.”
Inside, the bakery smelled like toasted almonds and autumn. Mae poured the kettle over a mix of dried apple, fennel, and rose hips—her aunt’s blend. Tarren stirred in a spoonful of syrup, then leaned against the counter while she pulled up the second stool.
“You don’t think I should lead it,” she said without looking up.
“I didn’t say that.”
“But you do think I should do something.”
Tarren took a slow sip. “I think you’re already doing something. That loaf you gave Iris this morning? She shared it with June, and they cried over it. That’s a kind of magic too.”
Mae said nothing. The steam from her cup curled like script in the air.
“When my grandmother passed,” Tarren said, “everyone kept asking who would take her place. But the thing was—she never asked me to replace her. She asked me to remember how she made people feel, and do that in my own way.”
Mae ran a finger along the rim of her mug. “People keep looking at me like I’m holding something they want.”
“They’re not asking for your grief,” he said gently. “They’re asking for your light.”
The silence between them was full—not heavy. Just full.
───────────────
Later that night, Mae returned to the bakery to finish prepping the next morning’s doughs. She moved slowly, methodically. She didn’t hum, not yet. But the space around her began to change.
Candles she hadn’t lit flickered softly on the shelf. The chill in the corners of the room seemed to retreat. Even the floorboards, long accustomed to creaks and groans, settled into a kind of stillness.
She rolled dough with her aunt’s favorite pin, the one with the worn edges and a smooth maple handle. As she worked, her hands remembered the rhythm—not as something to force, but something to fall into.
The oven clicked softly behind her.
Outside, the wind gathered again, lifting the edge of a curtain and tugging gently at the ribbon on the bakery’s door. A hush fell over the street, and then…
…a single note of song.
Not loud. Not sung by anyone Mae could see. But the melody was familiar—part lullaby, part call.
She didn’t stop rolling the dough.
She began to hum.
And the bakery, quiet and alive, hummed with her.
Morning arrived wrapped in fog and cider steam. The festival was only hours away, and the town had begun to shift from sleepy autumn charm to something more like celebration. Ladders leaned against lampposts as paper lanterns were strung between rooftops. Crates of gourds were rolled into place, and laughter—soft and real—drifted out from porches and open shop doors.
Tarren stood beneath the sprawling maple near the center of the green, twisting long strands of dried wheat and thread into charms. At his feet, a worn satchel brimmed with bits of fabric, silver buttons, and acorns. Children came by in twos and threes, curious to watch. He offered them ribbon scraps to tie onto the garlands, each one a small wish or blessing for the harvest to come.
“You think it’ll really work?” asked a boy with a gap-toothed smile.
Tarren glanced at the boy’s ribbon. “Only if you tie it tight and whisper something kind to it.”
The boy nodded solemnly, then tugged the knot firm and leaned close. Tarren didn’t listen, but he smiled anyway.
Nearby, Mae stood stiffly beside a table of pies. She wasn’t selling—just helping Iris arrange the display. Frannie approached, thumping her cane once on the grass.
“You look like you slept for once,” Frannie said.
Mae shrugged. “Baking helps.”
“It always did,” Frannie said, then pointed her cane toward the fire pit being swept clear by Wes and June. “Still need someone to start the flame, you know.”
Mae looked away. “I’m not Nella.”
“No one’s asking you to be. We’re asking you to show up.”
Frannie walked off before Mae could reply.
───────────────
Later, in the warm quiet of the bakery, Mae took a long breath and reached up to the highest shelf in the back pantry. Hidden behind a crock of molasses was a small, folded bundle. She pulled it down carefully and laid it on the worktable.
Inside was a faded dress—earth-toned with bright embroidery at the hem. Nella’s festival dress. There were cinnamon stains on the sleeve and a tiny, hidden pouch in the lining where she used to tuck a clove or bay leaf for luck.
Mae didn’t try it on.
She didn’t need to.
She carried it back to the trailer parked just beyond the edge of the square. Tarren answered with a cup of tea in hand, as if he’d been expecting her.
“I’m not sure what I’m doing,” Mae said, holding out the dress like a question.
“You’re remembering,” Tarren said, gently taking it from her. “And memory is a form of magic.”
He hung the dress by the window. Light passed through the sleeve, casting leaf-shaped shadows across the trailer floor.
Then he handed her a ball of twine and a jar of cloves.
“Help me make charm bundles?”
───────────────
As the sun dipped low, the town filled with music. Beck and his trio tuned fiddles and plucked strings beside the fire pit, where a tall stack of wood had been carefully arranged. Lanterns swayed in the dusk. Laughter rose in waves.
Mae walked slowly through the village, a basket of bread under one arm. She stopped to speak with Lita, who was trimming the wick of a special lantern—the one shaped like a heart, meant to honor Nella.
“I never made one like this before,” Lita said softly. “She used to light them all herself.”
Mae reached for the matches.
“I can do this one.”
Tarren, nearby, didn’t say a word. He only tied the last charm to the garland above the bakery door, a tiny bundle of rosemary, cinnamon, and red thread.
When the first drumbeat echoed into the evening, it sounded like the heartbeat of the village. Slow. Steady. Alive.
The fire was lit just after sundown.
A dozen hands helped—Wes striking the flint, Frannie murmuring old blessings beneath her breath, and Mae stepping forward, her shawl drawn tight but her steps sure. When she held the match to the kindling, a hush fell over the square.
The flames caught with a crackling sigh, golden and clean. The light danced in everyone’s eyes. Mae blinked against the heat, then stepped back into the circle of lantern glow.
Tarren stood near the bakery steps, watching without intruding. He held a shallow bowl of salt and rosemary—meant for offerings—and passed it gently through the crowd, inviting hands to touch and bless.
“It smells like her bread,” one woman whispered, pressing her fingers into the herbs.
“Like she’s right here,” said another.
Mae heard them, and her chest tightened. Not in pain this time. Something else—something lifting.
She turned and walked back toward the long table piled high with loaves. Crusty rounds wrapped in cloth. Twists drizzled with honey. A long braid of saffron and raisin, the recipe only Nella used to make. Mae had found it in the back of the pantry, handwritten and marked with flour thumbprints.
Wes stepped beside her, holding a carving knife and a stack of napkins.
“I remember this one,” he said, pointing to the braid. “She made it the year the river flooded. Said we needed something golden to remind us the sun would come back.”
Mae smiled despite herself. “She always knew what people needed.”
“You’re doing the same,” he said, and his gaze lingered on her for a second too long before he turned to slice the bread.
───────────────
The dancing began with children—barefoot and sticky with cider, twirling in wild spirals. Beck’s fiddle rang bright, joined by tambourine and hand drums. Then the adults joined, slowly at first. Pairs swayed and circled, laughter carried on the crisp night air.
Mae sat at the edge of it all, breathless with something she couldn’t quite name. Her heart beat with the drum, but her feet stayed still. The firelight kissed her cheeks, warm and flickering.
Then Frannie’s cane tapped twice beside her. “Go on,” she said, voice low.
Mae looked up.
“She taught you the steps,” Frannie reminded her. “You knew them when you were six. You still do.”
Across the square, Tarren met Mae’s gaze and gave a small nod—not a push, not a command. Just quiet encouragement.
Mae stood.
The music swelled.
And Mae stepped into the firelight.
───────────────
It began slow—hands linked, feet circling the fire. Her movements were simple, steady. She let the rhythm move through her like breath. She didn’t think of Nella’s version. She didn’t try to mimic it.
She just danced.
And others followed.
Wes. Lita. Frannie. A dozen more.
Their joined circle moved like wind through tall grass—rippling, rising, falling. In the center, the bonfire roared, casting sparks into the starlit sky. And above, the heart-shaped lantern drifted gently upward, its glow strong and true.
Mae turned, laughing.
For the first time in months, it didn’t feel like she was carrying her aunt’s memory like a weight.
It felt like she was dancing with it.
By the time the last dance ended, the fire had burned low—its roar softened to a steady heartbeat of red-gold coals. The children were asleep on quilts near their parents. Couples sat in twos and threes, sharing cider from clay mugs, their laughter soft now, like lullabies.
Mae stood at the edge of the fire circle, the hem of her skirt dusted with ash. Her hair had loosened in the dancing, and the ends curled in the heat. She hadn’t stopped smiling in over an hour.
A warm voice sounded behind her.
“You held the light well.”
Tarren.
Mae turned to him, a little flushed from the dancing and the praise. “It was already here,” she said. “I just didn’t know I could carry it.”
He handed her a small bundle wrapped in cloth. “Your aunt’s last charm. Frannie found it tucked behind her recipe box.”
Mae unwrapped it slowly. Inside was a folded piece of wheat-stalk parchment with a tiny wax seal. The scent of clove and rose still clung to it.
Mae read aloud: When your heart is heavy, dance. When it is full, feed others. When it is both… light a fire.
Her eyes misted over.
“She always knew,” Mae whispered.
Tarren didn’t interrupt. He simply stood beside her, his own hands tucked into the sleeves of his coat, the smoke curling around them like ribbon.
───────────────
The bakery was still when Mae entered later that night. The tables were clear, the ovens dark. But something had changed.
It felt lived in again.
Not like a shrine. Not like a memory.
Like a home.
She placed the charm on the highest shelf, beside a dried wreath of bay leaves and the wind-chime that had once hung on her aunt’s porch. Then she sat at the counter, poured herself the last cup of cider, and looked out the window at the lanterns still swaying in the breeze.
One, shaped like a star, caught her attention. It had snagged on a branch just outside and now pulsed gently in the night air.
Mae didn’t rush to untangle it.
It looked content where it was—glowing quietly, not needing to rise.
───────────────
Back at his trailer, Tarren placed his satchel beside the door and began to tidy his small altar space. He tucked a dried corn husk charm into a jar labeled Joy, then paused, lifting the lid of his own Book of Shadows.
He made a small note:
 Wheat heart, rosemary, and cinnamon—effective for grief softened by love. Ritual dancing builds communal energy. Bonfire soothed inner dissonance.
And below that:
 Mae will be fine. Nella left her something more than memory—she left her rhythm.
As he capped his pen, the wind shifted, carrying the faintest trace of cinnamon through the open window. Tarren smiled.
He’d leave in the morning.
But tonight, the village glowed.
And somewhere near the dying fire, laughter sparked again, like one last ember refusing to go out.
The village green was quiet in the golden hush of dawn. Dew shimmered on the grass, the remnants of ribbons fluttered lazily in the breeze, and the bonfire had burned down to a ring of warm ash. The scent of cinnamon, woodsmoke, and apples still hung in the air, like a memory reluctant to fade.
Tarren stepped out of his trailer, mug in hand, and surveyed the field. There were no grand goodbyes planned, no final ceremonies. Only the ordinary afterglow that follows something beautiful.
A fox trotted along the edge of the trees, pausing to look at him before disappearing into the underbrush. Tarren smiled and took a sip of tea. The magic here had rooted deep and well. He felt it in his bones.
From the path behind the bakery came Mae, arms wrapped around a folded quilt. Her hair was still a little wild from last night’s dancing. She looked tired—but it was the good kind. The kind that came from being full, not emptied.
“I brought you something,” she said as she approached. “For the road.”
She handed over the quilt, soft and stitched with mismatched colors.
“It was Nella’s first one,” she added. “She made it before she ever opened the bakery. Said every harvest should end with warmth.”
Tarren accepted it with both hands, bowing his head. “Thank you. I’ll carry it with care.”
They stood in silence for a moment, both looking out at the village beginning to stir. A rooster called. A few windows opened. A child’s laughter echoed faintly down the hill.
“I think I’m going to keep the bakery open through winter,” Mae said. “Maybe start baking the saffron bread again. People liked it.”
Tarren turned toward her. “You’re not doing it for them.”
“No,” Mae said, her smile quiet but sure. “I’m doing it for me.”
He nodded, approving. “That’s where the strongest magic starts.”
───────────────
By midmorning, the trailer was hitched, the herbs were tucked into their jars, and Tarren’s coat hung neatly by the door. He placed Nella’s dress—carefully folded—inside a cedar-lined box at the foot of his bed. It belonged to the village, but for now, he would carry it. Just until it was needed again.
As the engine of his truck rumbled to life, Mae stood at the corner of the bakery, waving with one hand and shielding her eyes with the other.
He rolled down the window.
“Where to next?” she called.
Tarren tilted his head toward the road. “Wherever the wheel turns. There’s always another ribbon to tie.”
And with that, he drove off, dust curling behind him, the quilt resting on the passenger seat like a promise.
Behind him, the lanterns swayed in the rising sun, and the heart-shaped one—Nella’s—gave one final shimmer before drifting softly to the ground.
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The mornings had grown quieter since Paul passed. Not in sound exactly—there were still birds chattering in the ivy outside and the rattle of the neighbor’s pickup—but the kind of quiet that settles inside your chest. Margot Ellison stood at her kitchen counter, turning her mug slowly between her palms. The kettle had already cooled on the stove. Her tea sat steeping far too long, the rosemary having turned bitter. Still, she drank it.
Across the room, an unfinished quilt lay folded over the back of a chair. Squares of flannel and denim peeked out like memories trying to speak. She didn’t look at it directly. Didn’t need to. It was the same every day—a soft weight in the room, stitched from Paul’s old shirts, still smelling faintly of cedar and the hand lotion he always used after yard work.
Margot set her mug down and moved to the window. Outside, the trees were a blaze of orange and gold. Elsie’s wedding was only a few weeks away. She should be bubbling over with excitement—there were dresses to finish fitting, food to prep, flowers to dry—but that quilt sat there like a full stop in her breath.
A knock at the door startled her from the silence. When she opened it, Elsie’s cheeks were pink from the cool morning air.
“Morning, Mom,” she said, stepping inside with the scent of cinnamon clinging to her sweater. “Brought you a scone from Beatrix’s place. Fig and honey.”
Margot offered a tight smile. “You spoil me.”
“I try.” Elsie wandered toward the armchair and paused. Her eyes flicked to the folded quilt. “You... thought more about finishing it?”
Margot busied herself with the tea kettle again. “Haven’t found the right thread.”
“I could help, if you want,” Elsie said carefully. “June even said she’d lend a hand.”
“It’s your wedding,” Margot replied too quickly. “You’ve got enough to worry about.”
There was a beat of silence between them, stretched and thin. Then Elsie smiled softly. “Okay. Just... you let me know, alright?”
As she turned to leave, Elsie added with a wink, “By the way—there’s a new trailer parked down by the old produce stand. One of those cozy witchy ones. Smells like sage when you walk past. Thought of you.”
After the door closed, Margot leaned on the counter and sighed. She hadn’t been by the produce stand in weeks. But now she was curious.
───────────────
Later that afternoon, with the quilt still untouched and the day too still, Margot found herself walking the leaf-dappled path toward the edge of town. The produce stand had long since closed for the season, but someone had set up camp just beside it.
The trailer was smaller than she expected. About 24 feet long, cozy in its proportions, with ivy stenciled faintly across the bottom trim. A green glass lantern hung by the door, glowing gently despite the daylight. The scent of something earthy and warm drifted out through the slightly cracked window—rosemary, cinnamon, maybe sandalwood.
A wooden sign hung from a post beside the steps.
 Need something mended? Knock gently.
 And below that, in smaller letters:
 Odd jobs and the not-so-ordinary considered.
Margot raised an eyebrow, almost smiled, and knocked.
The door opened to reveal a man with tousled red hair, rolled-up sleeves, and a quiet kindness that settled into the space between them like moss on stone.
“Afternoon,” he said. “I’m Tarren. You must need something mended.”
Margot blinked. “Excuse me?”
He gestured to the quilt folded under her arm. She hadn’t even realized she’d brought it.
“Ah. Well. I suppose I might.”
Tarren stepped aside, and the scent of tea and dried herbs deepened as she entered.
Inside, the trailer was both cluttered and serene—like a library had curled up beside a greenhouse and decided to live as a teahouse. Strings of dried herbs hung from the ceiling, books were stacked in cozy towers beside thick cushions, and a cast iron kettle sang quietly on a stovetop burner. The space smelled like memory and spice.
Margot stood awkwardly just inside the doorway, the quilt still in her arms.
Tarren poured hot water over a small strainer of tea leaves and glanced up at her with a kind smile. “Chamomile and lemon balm,” he said. “With a bit of rosemary for strength.”
“I didn’t say I was staying,” Margot replied, more sharply than she meant.
He didn’t flinch. Just nodded and handed her the steaming mug. “You don’t have to. But sometimes the body stays longer than the mind plans.”
Margot took the mug, the warmth settling into her fingers. “You one of those therapist witches?”
“Something like that,” he said, sitting across from her. “But I don’t charge by the hour.”
She settled slowly onto the cushioned bench, quilt folded neatly on her lap. For a moment, the only sound was the soft clink of the spoon against ceramic.
“I started this two months after Paul passed,” she said finally, tracing the edge of the fabric. “It was going to be a wedding gift. Something... meaningful. Family stitched into family.”
“Memory made visible,” Tarren said gently.
“Yes. But I can’t bring myself to finish it.” She stared into the tea like it held a solution. “Every time I try, I remember something new. And it’s like I’m opening him up again just to lose him twice.”
Tarren didn’t rush to fill the silence. He reached behind him and pulled a small box from a shelf—oak, hand-carved, the kind that looked like it had history. He opened it and withdrew a slim bundle of thread tied with twine.
“This is dyed with rosemary, sage, and a little wine. For memory. For grief. For warmth.”
Margot took it carefully. The thread shimmered faintly in the low light, as though it remembered sunlight.
“I don’t believe in spells,” she said.
“Good,” Tarren replied. “I don’t sell spells. Just things that help you remember who you are when the world forgets.”
There was something in his voice that made her chest tighten.
───────────────
That evening, Margot returned home and cleared off her kitchen table. She lit a single candle. Just one. It flickered as she unrolled the quilt and ran her fingers over each square.
The first one she added that night was a pale blue flannel from one of Paul’s sleep shirts. He used to wear it on Saturdays when they’d read in bed until noon, before Elsie was born. It still smelled faintly of laundry soap.
She stitched in silence. Her hands ached, but it felt like music.
───────────────
The next day, Vera dropped by with a casserole in a chipped white dish.
“I heard you were sewing again,” she said, bustling into the kitchen like she owned the place. “Figured you’d forget to eat. You always did when you got into a project.”
Margot shook her head. “Who told you that?”
“I have sources.” Vera peered at the quilt laid out on the table and hummed. “Is that the shirt he wore when he built the chicken coop? You kept that one?”
“I almost didn’t,” Margot said softly. “It still has the little hole from where the hammer slipped.”
“God, he cussed for twenty minutes. Thought Elsie would learn her first swear word before she turned three.” Vera grinned, then softened. “He’d love that you’re doing this.”
Margot nodded but said nothing. Her throat felt tight.
Vera set the casserole on the counter and gave her a long look. “You don’t have to do it all at once. Just one square at a time.”
After she left, Margot sat back down and sewed a patch from Paul’s gardening apron onto the edge. The fabric had a smear of dirt that wouldn’t wash out. She left it in.
By the third morning, the quilt had spread across Margot’s kitchen table like a living thing. A new square joined each day—a soft corduroy from Paul’s winter jacket, the navy pocket of the shirt he wore to Elsie’s graduation, even the hem of an apron from a long-forgotten anniversary dinner.
The stitching wasn’t perfect, but it was deliberate.
Margot hummed as she worked. It wasn’t a tune she recognized, just something rising from her hands as they moved needle through fabric. The candle Tarren gave her burned low beside the thread box, releasing the scent of sage and lavender.
Outside, rain tapped gently at the windowpane.
When the knock came, it was softer than before—like someone didn’t want to interrupt. Margot opened the door to find June standing there with a mason jar of lemon balm tea.
“Hi,” she said, brushing wet curls from her forehead. “Elsie’s at the school—staff meeting. I was on my way past and figured you could use a refill.”
Margot blinked. “You made this?”
June nodded, smiling. “From my own garden. I’ve been trying to dry more herbs this year.”
Margot hesitated, then stepped back. “Well. Come in, then. Tea’s already going.”
June entered carefully, hands tucked in her coat pockets. Her eyes drifted to the quilt immediately.
“It’s beautiful,” she said softly.
“It’s not done,” Margot replied. “But thank you.”
They sat, tea warming their palms, silence passing like breath between them. It wasn’t uncomfortable—just full.
“He taught me to braid rope,” June said suddenly, eyes still on the patchwork. “When I helped him fix the fence out by the old pear tree. Said I needed to know how to keep things strong in the wind.”
Margot’s lips twitched. “He always did love little lessons. Made everything into a metaphor.”
“He was good at it,” June said. “He made things feel simple.”
Margot’s voice dropped. “It hasn’t felt simple since he left.”
June nodded. “I know. And I don’t expect you to patch over all of it for my sake. I just want you to know... I don’t need a perfect wedding. I just want Elsie, and whatever of her family she wants to bring with her.”
Margot looked at her for a long moment. Then she stood, crossed the room, and pulled down a worn shirt from a high shelf.
“He wore this the day he met you,” she said, holding it up. “Didn’t shut up about how you used the wrong nail but still made the gate stronger.”
June laughed. “He was right. I still use that method.”
Margot handed her the fabric. “Help me cut this one?”
They worked in quiet harmony, the scissors soft against cloth.
───────────────
That evening, Margot walked through the garden at the edge of town. She passed the small church, the closed library, and the ivy-covered gazebo where Paul used to read aloud to Elsie during long summer afternoons.
The ivy was still there—wild now, less tamed—but thriving.
She sat on the bench beneath it and pulled out a small journal. The first entry was simple:
He loved deeply. And I am learning to do it again.
 I miss your hands in the soil. I miss your laugh in the hallway. But I still hear you in the quiet.
 I’m sewing you back into the world, one square at a time.
She closed the notebook and let the silence settle around her. Not empty. Not heavy. Just soft.The cemetery sat on the edge of town like a breath someone had forgotten to finish. No gates. No stone walls. Just a wide meadow, dotted with crooked trees and tilting markers, with wildflowers spilling over the edges like confetti no one ever cleaned up.
Margot walked slowly, quilt folded in her arms.
The sky was soft gray, the kind that seemed to hum rather than shine. Birds called to each other in the distance, and her boots made damp prints in the mossy grass. She knew this path by heart—it had been over a year, and she still came here on his birthday, their anniversary, the random days when missing him flared like a pinched nerve.
But today was different.
She reached the spot beneath the willow tree and sat on the old wooden bench across from Paul’s grave. The stone was simple—his name, his dates, and one word they’d chosen together without knowing how soon it would matter:
Grow.
“I brought something,” she said quietly.
She unfolded the quilt and laid it over her lap, the edges rippling in the breeze. Her hands found the square with his flannel shirt, the one with the paint stain on the sleeve. She traced it with her thumb.
“I didn’t know how to say goodbye, Paul. Still don’t. But I think—I think I’ve been trying to make something you’d be proud of. Something Elsie can hold when I’m not here.”
The willow leaves rustled, low and steady.
“She misses you. She never says it, not out loud, but I know. She carries it in her spine, the way she walks so straight now. And June’s good to her. I think you’d like her. I think you already did.”
She hesitated, then took out the small candle Tarren had given her and set it gently on the grass.
“Not for magic,” she said. “Just light.”
She struck a match and watched it catch, a single flame dancing in the still morning.
“I’m not done with the quilt. But I thought maybe... you could be part of the last piece. I saved your handkerchief, the one with the little embroidered ivy. You always said it was too pretty to use.”
Her smile trembled. “I want to sew it in the center. A heartbeat, maybe.”
The breeze picked up just enough to lift the edge of the quilt, letting it fall gently over her knees again.
“I don’t think I’m ready to let you go. But I’m ready to carry you differently.”
The candle burned low beside the grave. When Margot finally rose to leave, she pressed her hand against the stone and whispered, “Grow,” as though giving it permission all over again.
───────────────
Later that afternoon, she found herself at the village shop, browsing bolts of fabric she didn’t need and buttons that made no sense. Vera spotted her by the window.
“Margot Ellison, back among the living?” she teased.
“Don’t get dramatic,” Margot replied, though her smile gave her away.
Vera nudged a bolt of deep ivy green toward her. “You should line the border with this. Goes with your eyes.”
Margot raised an eyebrow. “Since when do you notice people’s eyes?”
“Since I saw yours lit up again.”
She bought the fabric.
───────────────
That evening, back at the trailer, Tarren watched her arrive with the bolt under one arm and a thermos of soup in the other.
“Thought I’d trade dinner for more thread,” she said.
He grinned. “You drive a hard bargain.”
She sat at the little table while he stirred the kettle, steam curling up in fragrant ribbons. Her shoulders looked different now—less like they were bearing weight, more like they remembered being held.
“How’s the stitching?” Tarren asked.
“Slower,” she admitted. “But deeper. I talked to him today.”
Tarren nodded, not needing to ask who.
“Felt strange,” she continued, “but also... good. Like I didn’t have to explain everything.”
“Sometimes love only needs a whisper,” he said softly.
They stitched together in silence for a while, passing needle and thread back and forth like communion.
The ivy square was added that night, center-bound, surrounded by love.
The kitchen smelled like cinnamon and clove when Elsie knocked, her scarf damp from fog and her cheeks pink with cold. She hadn’t expected the lights to be on—it was still early, barely past dawn. But the windows glowed with a soft golden warmth, and she could hear the unmistakable hum of a kettle inside.
Tarren answered the door in thick socks and a cardigan covered in cat hair.
“She’s awake,” he said with a smile. “And waiting for you.”
Elsie stepped in and paused. The table was clear except for the quilt, now almost complete. The fabric was rich and varied—corduroy, flannel, denim, silk—stitched into something strange and beautiful. Like memory made physical.
Margot looked up from the last patch she was holding. Her hands stilled.
“I didn’t know if you’d come,” she said softly.
Elsie shifted. “I didn’t know if I’d be welcome.”
Margot’s mouth twisted, not quite a smile. “That was never in question. I just didn’t know how to let you back in without breaking.”
“You don’t have to be perfect,” Elsie said, stepping forward. “You just have to be here.”
Margot touched the square in her lap—the handkerchief with the ivy embroidery.
“Your father gave this to me the day you were born,” she murmured. “Said it was the only thing he trusted to catch the first tear I’d shed when I held you.”
Elsie sat across from her. “Did you cry?”
“Like the sky had cracked open.” She lifted her eyes. “I never stopped loving you. I only stopped knowing how to show it.”
Elsie reached for the quilt and ran her fingers over the rows of cloth. “Every one of these has a story, doesn’t it?”
“Most of them do,” Margot replied.
“Will you tell me?”
Margot hesitated for only a breath. Then: “The red flannel was his shirt when we got caught in the rain in Asheville. We spent the whole night in the back of the truck, wrapped in a blanket and pretending we were twenty again…”
She talked. Elsie listened. And slowly, over tea and tiny stitches, the air between them began to mend.
───────────────
That evening, June came by with apple pie and caught them in the middle of tying off the final square. She smiled as she watched them, two heads bent close together, like the quilt had become a map guiding them home.
Margot looked up. “Would you like to add something?”
June blinked. “Me?”
“You’re family,” Margot said simply.
June pulled out a faded patch of chambray from her jacket pocket. “Paul gave me this. Said I should keep it to remind myself that mistakes don’t make you weak. I think it belongs here.”
They sewed it in together—Elsie, June, and Margot—one hand over another.
───────────────
Later, as dusk painted the sky in lavender and rust, the quilt lay spread across Margot’s bed. She stood with Elsie at the doorway.
“I don’t know how to move forward,” Margot said quietly.
“You already are,” Elsie replied. “One stitch at a time.”

Morning settled on the Ellison house like a quilt of its own—quiet, warm, and made of pieces stitched together by time.
Margot stood by the window, a steaming mug of tea in her hand. The sky outside was pale, blushing toward blue. Birds chirped in the bare dogwood tree. Somewhere, someone was mowing their lawn far too early.
She didn’t mind.
The quilt lay folded on the arm of the couch, its colors softened in the sunlight. It didn’t feel like a monument to Paul anymore. It felt like something alive. Something he’d helped her finish, even if his hands hadn’t touched the last thread.
Elsie came in barefoot, rubbing her eyes, her hair a wild mess of curls. She stopped when she saw her mother already awake.
“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked.
“I slept better than I have in years,” Margot said honestly.
They shared a smile—the kind that only comes after something difficult has passed, when the quiet feels like grace.
“I’ve been thinking,” Margot said. “About the wedding.”
Elsie raised an eyebrow.
“I want to bring the quilt.”
A pause.
“I want people to see it. Not just what we made, but what we remembered. What we still carry.”
Elsie’s throat tightened. “He would love that.”
Margot nodded. “It’s time to stop treating my grief like a wound and start treating it like a garden.”
June entered then, barefoot as well, holding three mugs of coffee. She offered one to Margot, then sat cross-legged on the rug.
“I found the little picture of Paul in his fishing hat,” she said. “The one Elsie keeps in her wallet. Want me to stitch it into the corner?”
Margot looked at her—really looked—and for the first time saw not just the woman marrying her daughter, but the steady kindness behind every quiet gesture.
“Please,” she said. “Yes.”
They sat together, sipping drinks, talking gently about flowers and chairs and how much food to make for forty people who never RSVP’d properly.
───────────────
That afternoon, Tarren returned to the house with a small carved wooden tag and a spool of green thread. “For the backing,” he said, placing it in Margot’s palm. “No one will see it but you, but sometimes that’s enough.”
The tag was smooth and warm to the touch, the word home etched in soft script.
“Thank you,” Margot said, not just for the tag.
Tarren touched her shoulder. “See you at the wedding.”
───────────────
The wedding was held beneath a canopy of ivy and string lights in the town’s oldest park, where Paul had once taught Elsie to ride her bike. Margot remembered how he used to run behind her with one hand on the seat, yelling, “You’ve got it! Just trust yourself!” until she finally did.
It felt right to come back here.
Wooden chairs lined the soft grass, adorned with bunches of lavender and rosemary. The guests, wrapped in shawls and soft laughter, milled about with paper cups of cider and homemade peach hand pies from June’s bakery.
At the front, a long table held flowers, candles, and in the center, the quilt.
It had been carefully laid out like an altar of memory. Guests stopped and touched it gently, murmuring as they recognized familiar fabric: a shirt Paul wore to town meetings, the checkered cloth from picnics past, even the apron square from the diner where he’d proposed.
“I remember this,” someone whispered. “He spilled coffee on it every week.”
A few chuckled. A few cried.
When Elsie walked down the path, hand in hand with June, everyone rose. Margot sat in the front row, clutching a sprig of ivy in her hand.
The ceremony was brief, just as the couple wanted. There were no long readings, only vows spoken like breath.
“I promise to meet your grief with gentleness,” June said.
“I promise to love you where you are and where you’ll grow,” Elsie replied.
As they kissed, the wind picked up, lifting the edge of the quilt. It fluttered like a flag, like a blessing, like something watching from just beyond the veil.
Margot stood and laid the ivy on the table beside the quilt. Then she whispered toward the trees.
“She’s okay,” she said. “We all are.”
───────────────
That night, beneath soft stars and string lights, the quilt was passed from lap to lap. Babies slept on it. Elders leaned into it. Margot sat with her daughter on one side and June on the other, listening to the laughter of people Paul had once loved.
He wasn’t missing.
He was stitched into the fabric of it all.

[bookmark: _ckh5s0pqmxjk]Lanterns in the Snow

The snow began falling just after Tarren passed the wooden sign for Blackpine Hollow—a hand-carved board half-swallowed by evergreen branches, painted in faded blue and white. The road narrowed quickly after that, flanked by thick stands of pine and soft drifts that reached the tires of his old Ford. His trailer rattled behind him, lanterns swinging gently inside.
He hadn’t seen Clara since they were teenagers. Second cousins, twice removed, maybe. Something tangled like that. Their families used to gather for Yule potlucks up north before everyone scattered across states and jobs and years. But she’d reached out this season with a handwritten card and a photo of her three children standing beside a giant fir tree. On the back, it read: We’d love to see you again. Stay with us? The kids would adore it.
He’d said yes before the ink dried.
The forest opened just enough to reveal a log house nestled in a snowy clearing. Candlelight flickered in the front windows. Smoke curled from the chimney, and three sets of boot prints zigzagged wildly up to the door. As Tarren parked and stepped out into the cold, a small child shrieked from within the house.
“He’s here!”
The front door burst open before he could knock, and a blur of red mittens launched itself at him.
“Tarren! You really came!” yelled Ollie, the middle child—seven, if Tarren remembered right. He dropped to one knee and caught the kid in a hug that knocked snow from both their jackets.
“I did, and you’ve gotten taller since your last letter,” Tarren said, smiling into the snowy puff of Ollie’s hat.
“I'm learning how to whittle! And I made a birdhouse! Wanna see it?”
“Absolutely.”
Behind Ollie came a slower stream—Clara in a forest-green sweater, cheeks flushed, arms wide.
“Tarren!” she called as she pulled him into a hug, tighter than he expected. She smelled like honey and woodsmoke and something lemony. “It’s been too long.”
“Fifteen years too long,” he said warmly, brushing snow from her shoulder. “You haven’t changed.”
“You have,” she said, looking at the red in his beard and the herbs poking out of his coat pocket. “In a good way.”
Inside, the warmth hit him like a blanket. The house smelled like rising dough and cinnamon. A cast iron stove glowed in the living room, and garlands of dried orange and evergreen hung above the windows. Handmade paper stars dangled from the ceiling beams. On the hearth sat Luce, the youngest, clutching a stuffed rabbit. She didn’t say a word, just looked up with wide, solemn eyes.
“Hi,” Tarren said gently, crouching beside her. “You must be Luce.”
She nodded slowly, then reached out and touched the small bell hanging from his coat.
“It sings,” she whispered.
He gave the bell a light flick and smiled. “It does.”
Across the room, a girl sat at the window seat, arms crossed, one foot bouncing impatiently. Mira.
She was clearly eleven—trapped between child and teen—with long dark hair and eyes sharp as flint. She gave him the briefest nod.
“Nice to meet you, Mira,” he said kindly.
“Hi,” she replied, flatly, before turning back toward the window.
Clara shot Tarren a quick, apologetic smile and whispered, “She’s… in a phase.”
“I figured.” He winked. “They’re not unlike moon phases. Strong, luminous, occasionally moody.”
Luce giggled. Mira didn’t.
The evening settled around them like a quilt. Tarren brought in his bags, including a basket of wrapped herbs, beeswax, and a fresh batch of cedar sachets he’d made by hand. He unpacked the smallest ones as gifts for the children—Ollie gasped with delight, Luce buried her nose in the lavender, and even Mira gave hers a single, curious sniff before tucking it into her coat pocket when she thought no one was looking.
Dinner was wild rice soup, roasted carrots, and sweet brown bread. Graham—Clara’s husband—came in just as it was being served, dusted in sawdust and snow. He was tall and quiet with a slow smile and eyes that crinkled kindly when he saw Tarren.
“Good to meet you properly,” Graham said, shaking his hand. “Clara’s talked about you like some sort of forest wizard.”
“I do live in a trailer full of dried rosemary and beeswax,” Tarren said, grinning. “It’s not far off.”
They ate around the big oak table with mismatched chairs and candlelight flickering in jam jars. Tarren listened more than he spoke, watching how the family moved like a dance. Luce clung to her mother’s arm. Ollie peppered his dad with stories about building sleighs from crates. Mira mostly kept quiet, picking at her food, eyes flitting to Tarren’s tattoos and the silver ring on his thumb.
After dinner, Tarren helped clear the table while Clara packed cookies into tins.
“You brought light with you,” she said softly. “The kids needed it. We did too.”
“I’m just here to share some tea and help string some garlands,” he said with a shrug. “The magic comes from all of you.”
She squeezed his hand. “Well. Then stay as long as you like.”
Later, as the children were tucked into bed and the wind howled softly outside, Tarren stepped into the small guest room they’d made up for him. It smelled faintly of cedar and wool. A handmade wreath hung above the bed, and someone had left a peppermint tucked under the pillow.
He unpacked slowly, placing his books on the side table and his traveling altar on the shelf: a small statue of the Goddess, a stone for the North, and a lantern of green glass.
He lit it before bed. The flame flickered once and held.
Outside the snow continued falling, covering the cottage, the lanterns, and the winding forest path in soft white silence.Tarren awoke to the sound of birds. Real birds—not the heavy drones of city crows or highway gulls, but soft winter songbirds chirping just outside his window. When he peeked through the frosted glass, he saw Ollie already outside in a puffball coat, tossing cracked corn into the snow beneath the trees.
Down the hallway, something clattered in the kitchen. A dog barked on the nearby farm. A kettle screamed.
By the time he wandered out in his thick wool socks, Clara had already set a plate of buttered toast on the table and was bent over her spice cupboard. She was barefoot and humming tunelessly, cinnamon on her cheek. A pot of cider steamed on the stove beside a slow-cooking pot of oats.
“Mornin’, traveler,” she said, not turning. “The little ones are already trying to convince me to let them open presents early. I said not until Yule Eve.”
“How draconian,” Tarren said, grinning as he reached for a mug. “You always were the tough one.”
“I know how to survive three children under twelve,” she said, now smiling over her shoulder. “You want cinnamon or clove in your oats?”
“Both. With maple.”
As they shared breakfast, the house came slowly to life—Luce trailing in, dragging her rabbit by one ear, then Ollie, and eventually Mira, who sat across from Tarren in her hoodie, arms crossed.
“Morning, Mira,” he said gently.
She shrugged. “Is it?”
Clara raised an eyebrow, but Tarren only smiled and spooned more oats into her bowl without a word.
By mid-morning, the house buzzed with Yule prep. Clara began sorting the boxes of decorations, Ollie strung popcorn with a blunt needle and far too much enthusiasm, and Luce took it upon herself to assign which tree each handmade ornament would hang from.
Mira, on the other hand, disappeared upstairs.
“She’s been quiet this season,” Clara said softly as she wound twine around a pinecone. “Says she doesn’t want to do the Yule pageant this year. Says she’s too old.”
“She might just be figuring herself out,” Tarren said, carefully hanging mistletoe over the archway. “That age comes with more feelings than language sometimes.”
“She used to help bake. Dance in the kitchen. Now I’m lucky if she answers a question with more than a grunt.”
“Even grunts are love, if you listen carefully.”
Clara smirked. “You always were the poetic one.”
That afternoon, Tarren offered to lead the family in making their Yule herbal bundles—something he had done every year since childhood. He laid out dried rosemary, lavender, cedar, orange peel, cinnamon sticks, star anise, and sage on a cloth across the kitchen table.
“Choose what calls to you,” he said, letting each child take their time. “These bundles will be burned in the Yule fire. It’s a way to thank the year behind us and call in what we want for the year ahead.”
Ollie stuffed his with cinnamon and rosemary.
“I want to be stronger,” he declared, “and better at climbing trees.”
Luce picked lavender and tucked in a single sprig of cedar. “I want more nice dreams,” she whispered.
Clara chose orange peel and sage.
“Peace,” she said. “Just more peace.”
Graham joined in quietly, binding his bundle with a bit of twine and saying nothing. When Tarren looked at him with a smile, he simply said, “Patience. For parenting.”
When Tarren looked around, he noticed Mira sitting at the edge of the stairs, half-watching.
“You want to make one?” he asked gently.
She shook her head. “Magic’s not real.”
“It doesn’t need to be,” he said. “Sometimes the action is enough.”
She met his gaze. “What if I don’t know what I want?”
“Then pick what smells nice.”
For a moment, it seemed like she might come forward—but instead, she stood and vanished up the stairs.
Later, when he passed the hallway near her room, he noticed her door was cracked just enough to see her inside. She was sitting on the floor, holding the sachet he gave her the night before, turning it over in her hands like she couldn’t quite figure out why she still had it.
He didn’t say anything.
That night, as snow began again outside, Tarren stood out back with Ollie and Graham, lighting the lanterns that lined the fence. The green glass of Tarren’s traveling lantern joined them, glowing like an emerald heart.
“You light these every year?” he asked.
“Started when Mira was born,” Graham said. “One for each of us. Then a few extras. Just in case.”
“In case of what?”
“In case someone comes home.”
Tarren turned toward the house. Through the window, he saw Clara braiding Luce’s hair by the fire. Mira sat nearby, reading a book. The dog lay snoring beneath the table.
In case someone comes home.
Tarren took the last lantern and hung it high above the porch. The light flickered and held.
The next morning brought sunlight, faint and powdery, dusting the windows like flour on old glass. Tarren rose early, already dressed and brushing fresh snow off the steps by the time Ollie burst outside in his pajamas, rubber boots wildly mismatched.
“You missed pancakes,” Ollie announced. “But there’s syrup left. And Mama made sausage.”
“I’ll be in soon,” Tarren said, gently brushing off the last icy flakes from the porch railing. “Gotta let the land know I’m here a bit longer.”
Ollie tilted his head. “How do you do that?”
“By saying thank you.”
The boy paused, then turned and whispered to a snow-covered bush: “Thanks for the snowball I made yesterday.”
Tarren smiled. “Perfect.”
Back inside, the kitchen smelled of maple and rosemary sausage. The radio played soft carols, and Clara hummed along while stirring batter for a second round. Graham fed Luce cut-up sausage bits with silly airplane noises while Mira sat in the corner, eyes fixed on her tablet, earbuds firmly in place.
She didn’t even look up when Tarren slid into the seat beside her with a steaming mug of tea.
He waited.
Eventually, she glanced up.
“You’re staring.”
“Just thinking,” Tarren said. “About how we all build fires differently. Some light the match right away. Some wait until it’s almost too dark to see. Some don’t even realize they’re holding the flame.”
Mira blinked. “You always talk like that?”
“Only when people need to hear something without knowing why.”
She pulled one earbud out. “I’m not some lost soul you need to fix.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
A long pause stretched between them.
Then she asked, “Do you believe in ghosts?”
Tarren took a slow sip of tea. “Not in the sheet-and-chain kind. But I believe grief lingers. I believe memory has weight. I believe love doesn’t always leave when a body does.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said, her voice softer now. “I mean… people coming back. In dreams. Or voices. Or—I dunno.”
He set the tea down. “Who do you think you saw?”
She hesitated. Then whispered, “Aunt Lydia.”
Clara turned from the stove, surprised. “Mira—why didn’t you tell me?”
Mira didn’t answer, just pulled her knees to her chest.
Tarren stood. “Come with me.”
Outside, the snow was crisp and undisturbed. He led her behind the house, past the old chicken coop, and into the trees, where a makeshift altar stood. It was a simple thing—stones stacked in a wide circle, pine boughs laid gently atop.
“This is where she used to pray,” Mira said.
Tarren nodded. “Then let’s light a candle.”
He drew one from his coat pocket, wrapped in a tiny bundle of linen. A travel altar, neat and quiet. He set it in the center and struck a match.
The flame caught.
Mira watched, face unreadable.
“I don’t think you’re angry because you saw her,” he said gently. “I think you’re angry because she’s gone and showed up without warning. Because she didn’t say goodbye.”
Mira’s throat bobbed. “She was the only one who got it. Me.”
“I think she still does.”
He stepped back, letting the quiet fall like snow.
They stayed there for a while. The candle burned low. When they finally turned to go, Mira whispered something toward the wind.
It carried off with the birdsong.
Back at the house, the others were hanging lanterns for that evening’s snow walk. Ollie and Luce ran back and forth between tree trunks, tying loops of string and battery-lit globes to every branch that would hold them.
Mira joined them.
She didn’t say much, but she helped.
By nightfall, the backyard glowed like a constellation had been caught in the trees.
Tarren stood beside Graham as Clara passed out thermoses of cider.
“She said she saw Lydia,” Graham murmured. “She hasn’t said that name in months.”
“She’s thawing,” Tarren said.
“And you’re still doing whatever it is you do.”
“I just show up.”
The lanterns danced in the dark, bobbing with every step as boots crunched through new-fallen snow. The family walked slowly—no rush, no chatter—just the sound of breath, of packed ice, of soft music drifting from a wind-up radio clipped to Clara’s coat.
Tarren walked near the back, letting the hush of the forest settle into him like a blessing. The trees reached overhead in arcs, branches like arms folded around them. The lanterns created halos of gold that flickered across the underbrush.
Mira held one of the lanterns, her grip firm. Luce tugged her hand every few steps to point out animal tracks in the snow. Ollie zigzagged between adults, his lantern swinging wildly.
The path they took was one Lydia had marked years ago. A walking loop through the woods, meant to remind them of the turning wheel of seasons, of warmth returning even after the longest night.
“It’s like a spell,” Clara whispered as she passed by Tarren. “I always forget how holy this part feels.”
He nodded. “Because it is.”
They reached a clearing where a ring of stones waited. It was Lydia’s old fire circle. Mira was the first to step inside.
They formed a wide ring. Clara passed around beeswax candles, one for each person. Luce held hers like treasure, whispering, “This one’s for Grandpa Joe.”
Ollie said, “Mine’s for my frog that died.”
Mira hesitated.
Then, voice low, said, “Aunt Lydia.”
When the match was struck, each candle came to life in a ripple of gold. The wind played gently through the trees, but not enough to snuff the flames. Everyone held their candle close.
Graham cleared his throat, glancing to Tarren. “Would you say something?”
Tarren stepped into the circle, boots crunching softly.
“In every winter,” he said, voice calm and grounded, “there is memory. There is breath. There is the heartbeat of the earth beneath snow, waiting to bloom again. Tonight, we light these flames not to chase the dark away—but to thank it. For holding our grief. For keeping our dreams quiet and safe until we’re ready.”
He looked at Mira.
“And sometimes, when the dark is heavy, we carry each other.”
Clara sniffled. Graham blinked hard. Even Ollie stood quietly.
Tarren raised his candle. “To all who came before. To all who are here now. To all who are becoming.”
They raised their candles in return.
Then, one by one, they set the candles in the snow. A ring of fire, soft and flickering, burning slow and steady.
Luce clapped, delighted. “It’s like the stars fell!”
Clara laughed gently, pulling her close.
The family lingered, but slowly began their walk back. Mira stayed behind for a moment. She turned to Tarren, who waited beside the fire.
“I do miss her,” she said.
“I know.”
“But I think she wanted me to remember joy too.”
“I think you already have.”
She gave a tiny smile and followed her family through the trees.
Back at the house, they returned to the smells of hot cider, stew thick with root vegetables, and fresh-baked bread cooling under linen towels. The radio had changed to quiet classical music, and someone—probably Ollie—had placed a sticker of a snowman on Tarren’s mug.
They ate, they laughed, they opened gifts by candlelight. Tarren gave each of the kids a hand-carved wooden token—an owl for Mira, a fox for Ollie, and a frog for Luce. Each token had a small rune etched at the base.
“For protection,” he said.
Mira ran her fingers over the carving, eyes bright but quiet. “Thanks.”
Later that night, as the fire died down and the grown-ups cleaned dishes in a cozy rhythm, Tarren stepped out to the porch again. The snow had stopped. The world was still.
Mira joined him. She didn’t say anything at first.
Then: “Do you think you’ll come back next year?”
“I go where I’m needed.”
She nodded. “Well. Maybe we’ll need you again.”
“I hope you don’t,” he said gently. “But I hope you want me anyway.”
She laughed. “Yeah. Okay.”
The woodstove crackled softly as the last logs of the night burned low. The lights were dimmed, and all around the main room, a golden hush had fallen. Cider mugs were half-full, socks mismatched and cozy, and Luce had curled up on the rug like a cat with a blanket over her head.
On the old oak coffee table, Clara placed a small basket filled with slips of paper, red twine, and wax-sealed envelopes. A brass bowl sat nearby, polished until the flickering firelight danced in its curves.
“This was Lydia’s favorite,” Clara said, voice warm and wistful. “She called it the Wishmaker’s Fire.”
Ollie’s head popped up. “Do we get to burn stuff?”
Graham chuckled. “Kind of.”
Tarren sat on the floor beside the hearth, legs crossed, tea in hand. Mira took a seat near him, not too close, but no longer distant.
“Write a wish,” Clara instructed. “Something quiet. Just for you. Fold it up, tie it with string. No names. Then we give it to the fire.”
She passed out slips of paper.
Ollie scribbled immediately, tongue poking from the corner of his mouth. Luce had to be helped by her mother, whispering her wish as Clara wrote it down.
Mira hesitated. Then she slowly pulled her knees up and began to write.
Tarren didn’t write anything.
When Clara handed him a slip of paper, he smiled gently and shook his head. “Mine’s already in the air.”
The family made a line to the brass bowl. One by one, they placed their wrapped wishes inside. Clara held the bowl with both hands, and Graham used the long-handled taper to light the first spark.
The paper caught like dry leaves. Red twine flared into golden spirals. The scent of wax, parchment, and woodsmoke rose.
Ollie clapped. “They’re going to the gods now.”
“Or into the sky,” Luce said dreamily.
“Same thing,” Tarren said, with a wink.
The family stayed close, shoulder to shoulder, watching the flame slowly die. No one asked what anyone else had wished for. That was the rule.
But in that silence, something softened.
Mira spoke first.
“My wish… wasn’t for something new. It was for something to come back.”
Clara reached for her hand and squeezed.
Graham said quietly, “Mine was for time. More of it. Or better use of what we have.”
Ollie added, “I wished I could fly.”
They all laughed, and it felt right.
Later, when the children had gone to bed and the house had settled into its creaks and sighs, Clara poured two glasses of spiced wine and handed one to Tarren as they sat by the fire.
“You always show up when we need you.”
“I think that’s just what happens when you make space for magic.”
She smiled at that.
“I still feel her sometimes,” Clara admitted. “Lydia. Especially this time of year. I keep thinking I hear her laugh.”
“Then you probably do,” Tarren said, sipping.
The flames reflected in the window behind them like ghosts of light dancing across glass.The morning after Yule always carried a kind of hush—like the whole house was holding its breath. Frost rimmed the windows, white and lacy, and the world beyond the glass looked wrapped in silver mist.
Tarren stood in the kitchen early, barefoot on the cool floor, a pot of water heating on the stove. He moved quietly, lighting a candle on the windowsill and sprinkling herbs into a little bowl—rosemary, mint, and cinnamon bark. Not for any spell in particular, just a habit. A welcome. A thank-you.
Mira wandered in, still in pajamas, arms crossed tight.
“You’re up early,” she said.
“I always am. Mornings are quiet.”
She shrugged. “I like quiet.”
Tarren passed her a mug. “Apple tea. Sweet. No caffeine.”
She took it and held it with both hands.
“Thank you.”
They stood together, watching the steam rise. The silence between them was no longer thick. Just soft.
“I used to think Aunt Lydia was weird,” Mira admitted. “All her candles and chants. I thought she was trying to be something she wasn’t.”
“And now?”
“I think she was just trying to make sure something didn’t disappear.”
Tarren nodded. “That’s what magic is.”
He didn’t say more than that. He didn’t need to.
Later, the whole house stirred slowly to life. Clara padded into the kitchen with Luce on her hip, hair still tangled from sleep. Graham followed, stretching, followed by Ollie and a pair of mismatched socks.
Breakfast was warm cinnamon porridge, served in big bowls. Everyone sat in their usual spots, but Tarren noticed something different—subtle, but there.
A closeness.
After the dishes were washed, Mira ran to her room and came back holding something wrapped in red paper and twine.
“It’s not much,” she said shyly, handing it to Tarren. “But I made it.”
Inside was a small clay ornament—an oak leaf, slightly uneven, glazed in green and gold.
“It’s lovely,” he said, genuinely touched.
She smiled at that.
Clara handed him a paper-wrapped bundle: cookies, herb sachets, and a scarf she’d knitted in mossy green. “For the road.”
He tucked it under his arm.
And then it was time.
Tarren stepped outside, boots crunching on the old snow. The sky was pale, the sun just rising. He could hear Luce tapping on the frosted window, waving. Ollie opened the door to shout, “Come back next year!”
Mira didn’t wave. She just watched. And smiled.
He turned to the old Ford truck, climbed in, and gave the wheel a pat. The green lantern on his trailer’s hitch flickered once, then steadied into a warm glow.
He drove off slowly, leaving behind a line of tire tracks and a warm kitchen full of stories and scent and joy.
As the house disappeared behind him, Tarren felt the comfort of something not ending—but continuing. In letters written, in wishes burned, in the laughter of children. In a lantern’s light and a clay leaf.
He turned the dial on the old radio, letting music carry him into the next stretch of road, the next story waiting just beyond the trees.
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The gravel road curved like an old secret through the trees, thick with green and the humming hush of summer. Cassie leaned forward over the wheel, squinting through her windshield as sunlight flickered in slices across her dashboard. Her heart did the thing it always did when she got close—skipped, tumbled, swelled. This place had been theirs once. A whole world tucked between the trees, where time paused and laughter lived longer.
The lake cabin looked smaller than she remembered. The roof sagged a little at the edge. The paint on the porch rail peeled in curls. But the porch swing still hung in place, and the lake still shimmered behind the trees, quiet and silver-blue like it was waiting.
Cassie turned off the car and stepped out, her sneakers crunching softly on the gravel. The warm air wrapped around her. She took a slow breath and let it out, counting the inhale like she told her students when they felt overwhelmed.
"Okay," she murmured, patting her thighs. "You did it."
She hadn’t told the others how nervous she was. Not exactly. It had taken six months of slow texting, long pauses, and half-laughing “we should totally do that”s to get this weekend to happen. But now, here it was. No more planning. Just the four of them—Cassie, Mari, June, and Lottie—together again after nearly a decade.
A second car rolled up behind her and stopped. She didn’t need to look to know who it was.
Marisol climbed out, flicking her keys into her bag. “I swear to God, Cass, if there’s no air conditioning, I’m going to make you sleep with a mosquito net while I take your bed.”
Cassie laughed and opened her arms. “Come here, you drama queen.”
Mari stepped into the hug, still grumbling. “It’s too hot. It smells like wet leaves. I already regret this. How are you, though?”
“Happy to see you.”
Mari pulled back, sunglasses perched in her curls, lip gloss perfect even after the drive. “You’re not gonna cry, are you?”
“Not yet,” Cassie said, linking their arms. “But it’s early.”
A third car pulled in—sleek and pale blue. A small hand waved from inside before the door opened and June stepped out, barefoot already, carrying a large cloth bag full of… what looked like stones?
“Cassie,” she called with a smile that warmed the whole space. “Mari. You both look beautiful.”
Mari looked her up and down. “You wearing linen in the woods?”
“It breathes,” June said serenely. “And I brought candles for the full moon.”
“Of course you did.”
Cassie hugged June tightly, marveling at how she still smelled like lavender and sandalwood. It hadn’t changed. “You look so peaceful.”
June tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I feel better just being here. This place is magic.”
Just then, tires squealed around the bend in the road. A dark red SUV came bouncing down the lane, kicking up dust and music—something loud and unapologetically joyful. The car jerked to a stop, and out bounded Lottie in cutoffs, sunglasses, and a wide straw hat.
“Babes!” she shouted, arms outstretched like a triumphant goddess. “The queens have returned!”
Mari barked a laugh. “We’re not royalty. We’re thirty-eight and creaky.”
“Speak for yourself.” Lottie bounded up the steps two at a time and pulled all three women into one big, disorganized group hug. “God, I missed your faces.”
The hug broke apart with everyone smiling—real smiles. Cassie felt her chest tighten the way it did when something precious came back after being gone too long. She stepped toward the cabin and gestured dramatically. “Welcome back to Stillwater.”
The door creaked just like it always had. Inside, the air was stuffy, but the bones of the place were strong. The stone fireplace still stood tall, their carved initials still scratched in the mantel. The mismatched furniture was all there—the green couch with the sunken middle, the rattan chairs Lottie used to climb on to reach the cookie jar.
Mari dropped her bag on the couch. “This place smells like wood and memories.”
“I’m gonna cry,” June said, smiling as she gently touched the wall. “It’s like time didn’t pass.”
Lottie opened a window with a grunt. “Time passed. We just left it here.”
They explored the rooms together, laughter spilling through the hallways. Cassie made a game of assigning sleeping spots, placing Lottie upstairs “so she couldn’t climb out the window,” and giving Mari the room with the most mirrors “to appease the gods of vanity.” June accepted the smallest room, already laying out crystals on the windowsill like she was coaxing the cabin back to life.
By late afternoon, they were barefoot on the back porch, sipping lemonade and swatting bugs. The lake glittered between the trees, as still as a held breath.
“So,” Lottie said, dragging her chair back with a theatrical creak, “who’s gonna start the first deep conversation?”
Mari scoffed. “Gross. We’ve been here ten minutes.”
Cassie took a slow sip and smiled to herself. “Well… we do have a guest coming.”
They all looked at her.
“What guest?” Mari asked, suspicious.
“I thought it’d be nice to bring someone in to bless the weekend. Like, you know. Set the tone. Cleanse the space.”
Lottie leaned forward. “You brought a witch?”
“A real one?” June’s eyes lit up.
Cassie nodded, trying not to blush. “His name’s Tarren. He’s… sweet. Thoughtful. He travels around helping people. I met him at a festival last fall. He does little blessings, nothing intense. It just felt like the right way to begin.”
Mari groaned. “Cass. If he tries to make me hold hands and hum, I’m jumping in the lake.”
“Good,” Lottie said. “That’s the kind of content I came for.”
Cassie giggled and stood. “He should be here soon. I told him to come around golden hour. Figured we’d do a light dinner and watch the sunset.”
Mari rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. June looked visibly delighted. Lottie raised her lemonade glass. “To witch boys and weird weekends.”
They clinked glasses, and for a moment, everything felt simple again.
Cassie stepped off the porch, heart fluttering again. The shadows were growing longer, and in the distance, she heard the sound of tires on gravel.
The screen door groaned as Lottie stepped back into the cabin, holding two mismatched mugs in one hand and a nearly full pitcher of lemonade in the other.
“Mari, your lemon slices are floating like sad little ghosts. Fix it.”
“They’re decorative,” Mari called from the kitchen. “If I wanted functional drinks, I would’ve brought plastic cups and powdered iced tea like we used to.”
June appeared behind her, barefoot as always, a jar of honey in her hands. “And yet I’m the one people call weird.”
Cassie watched it all from the couch, her heart full and aching in equal measure. It was the first time she’d seen them this animated together since… well, she couldn’t remember the last time, really. The room felt warm despite the open windows. Pine-scented air drifted through the screen, and somewhere outside, a loon called across the lake.
They had found their rhythms again, mostly. Lottie claimed the largest bedroom and had already rearranged the lamps to be more “aesthetically chaotic.” Mari fussed with the kitchen cabinets and muttered about “cabin spice” every time she opened a jar. June left little bundles of herbs tied with ribbon in each room—“for balance,” she said.
Cassie didn’t mind. She let herself fall into their energy and tried not to overthink it.
In the corner of the living room, a dusty old wooden trunk sat beneath the window, half-hidden by a faded wool blanket. Cassie noticed it while fluffing pillows and, without thinking, knelt down and flipped the latch.
It creaked open.
Inside, the smell of old paper and cedar greeted her like a hug. The trunk was filled with treasures: photo albums with peeling corners, half-burnt candles, summer journals from when they were seventeen, board games with missing pieces.
“Oh my God,” she breathed. “You guys…”
June was the first to kneel beside her. “The memory box.”
Mari leaned over the couch, eyes narrowed. “I thought we lost that.”
“Nope,” Cassie said, flipping open the photo album. “Just buried.”
The first page held a picture of the four of them—fresh-faced and sunburnt, all wrapped in beach towels, grinning like they owned the world. Lottie was mid-laugh, hair dripping wet. Mari was sticking out her tongue. June had her arms around both of them. Cassie’s own expression looked startled, like someone had just told her a secret.
“Is this from the summer we all swore we’d move here together after college?” Lottie asked, leaning down.
June touched the page gently. “I remember saying I’d teach yoga on the dock every morning.”
Mari smirked. “And I said I’d design lake-themed wedding invitations and hate every second.”
Cassie looked up. “And I was going to run the summer camp for local kids. Lottie was supposed to take pictures of everything.”
Lottie sat back on her heels. “Well. One out of four’s not bad.”
Mari raised an eyebrow. “Which one?”
“Me, obviously. I still travel and take photos.”
“You live in airports and cry over missed connections.”
“Details.”
They laughed, and for a few seconds, it was real and whole.
Cassie reached into the box and pulled out a worn paperback book with sticky notes lining the edges. “Do you remember this?”
June let out a soft gasp. “The Book of Questions!”
Cassie opened it to a random page and read aloud: “If you could know the exact date of your death, would you want to?”
“God, no,” Mari said instantly. “That’s like scheduling your own panic attack.”
June tilted her head. “Maybe. If it helped me live more mindfully.”
“Or stressed you out for forty years,” Lottie offered.
Cassie smiled. “We used to stay up all night with this thing. One question led to twenty tangents and then usually someone cried.”
“Usually you,” Mari teased.
“Okay, fair.”
They passed the book around, flipping to random questions and reminiscing. The air in the room softened. But beneath it all, Cassie still felt the edge of something not yet healed. A thread waiting to be tugged.
Later, after unpacking and chasing away one (very bold) raccoon from the porch, they lit citronella candles and sat on the steps facing the lake, sipping wine as the sky turned amber.
“So,” Lottie said, nudging Cassie. “This witch guy. Is he hot?”
Cassie nearly choked on her drink. “Lottie.”
“I’m asking the important questions!”
“He’s… charming. I think you’ll like him.”
Mari stretched her legs. “If he tries to do a past-life reading, I’m out.”
“Why are you so afraid of healing?” June asked with a smirk.
“I’m not. I just don’t need to cry in a circle with a bunch of moon rocks to know my issues.”
Cassie bit her lip. “Can we maybe… just be open to it?”
They looked at her. Mari’s eyes softened first.
“You really want this weekend to go well, don’t you?”
Cassie looked down at her glass. “Yeah. I do.”
No one spoke for a beat. Then Lottie leaned in and looped an arm around her shoulders. “Then we’re here for it. Moon rocks and all.”
Cassie let out a relieved breath and hugged her back.
June looked out at the water. “Everything feels different. But also… familiar. Like the lake remembers us.”
“I hope it remembers the good parts,” Mari said quietly.
The wind shifted. A breeze blew through the trees, cool against their skin. Lottie stood and stretched, then pointed down the path toward the road.
“Is that a lantern coming up the drive?”
Cassie stood quickly. “That’s him.”
Sure enough, a soft green glow was making its way toward them. The curve of an old-fashioned lantern bobbed just ahead of a figure in a wide-brimmed hat and travel-worn boots. Tarren.
The air suddenly felt charged. Not ominous—just expectant.
Cassie turned to the others. “Be nice.”
Mari crossed her arms but didn’t move. June stood with curiosity sparkling in her eyes. Lottie grinned like she was meeting a character from a book.
Tarren stepped into the lantern light with a smile that looked made of kindness and summer. His red hair caught the last gold of the sun, and the glass of the lantern glowed like a firefly.
“Evening, ladies,” he said gently. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”
“You’re right on time,” Cassie said, her voice warm.
Tarren looked past her, taking in the cabin, the lake, the gathering on the steps. “It feels good here. Soft and old and waiting.”
Mari raised an eyebrow. “That’s… a weird thing to say.”
Lottie elbowed her. “Shut up and let the witch work.”
Tarren’s steps were quiet as he walked toward the porch, the green lantern bobbing softly in his hand. The light cast little ripples of color across the porch steps, catching in the glass of June’s jar candles and the silver rim of Mari’s wine cup.
Cassie stepped forward first, her hands twisting nervously at her sides.
“Tarren, thank you for coming. Everyone—this is Tarren.”
He smiled warmly. “It’s good to meet you all. You’ve got a beautiful spot here.”
He stopped a few feet away, not stepping onto the porch until someone invited him. Mari noticed. Her eyes narrowed slightly—not in hostility, just curiosity.
“Do you always glow like that?” she asked.
Tarren chuckled. “Only when I bring the lantern. It’s an old habit—people tend to find the glow comforting. I hope it’s not too much.”
Lottie leaned on the porch rail and gave him a slow grin. “I love it. Makes you look like a wandering forest sprite. Or a very polite ghost.”
“I’ll take either,” he said with a wink. “Though I don’t haunt. At least, not intentionally.”
June stepped down onto the path and offered her hand. “I’m June. That was lovely—what you said about the place feeling soft and old. It does feel like that.”
Their hands touched, and Tarren nodded once, gently. “You’re someone who listens. That’s rare.”
June’s face lit up, pleased in the quiet way she always was—like a cat blinking in the sun.
Mari cleared her throat. “Okay, what are you—psychic?”
Tarren turned to her with a slight smile. “No, just a good listener. And someone who notices things.”
“Well, notice this,” she said, gesturing around. “We’re here to relax. So no mind games, no séances, and no weird chanting unless it’s to summon tacos.”
Lottie snorted. “That actually sounds like a ritual I could get behind.”
Tarren placed the lantern gently on the bottom step. “Noted. No chants. No mind games. Only taco summoning.”
Cassie gave Mari a look, and Mari waved it off. “I’m joking. Mostly.”
“I appreciate honesty,” Tarren said. “It makes blessings easier. No need to pretend.”
Cassie exhaled, tension loosening from her spine. He was doing exactly what she hoped—fitting into their rhythm without forcing it.
“Let me show you the back,” she said. “We’re just settling in.”
“Perfect,” Tarren said, lifting a canvas bag from his shoulder. “I’ve brought a few things, but I won’t be in the way. I’m just here to keep good energy flowing.”
They moved toward the back porch, lantern in hand, the air humming with curiosity and something else—something gentle and expectant.
They set up dinner on the wide back porch overlooking the lake, a table cobbled together from a cooler, a picnic blanket, and a few upside-down crates. Lottie claimed the honor of placing battery-powered fairy lights along the porch railing—"for ambiance," she insisted—while June laid out little herb bundles wrapped in twine beside each plate.
Tarren joined in easily, unpacking a small pouch of beeswax candles, a tiny ceramic dish, and a bundle of dried rosemary. He didn’t announce what he was doing, just worked quietly, humming now and then like someone comfortable with silence.
Mari noticed the hum. “What’s that tune?”
Tarren looked up. “Old folk song. From a festival I worked a few years ago. It stuck.”
Lottie passed him a cup of lemonade. “You really just… go where the wind takes you?”
“Pretty much. I stay long enough to help, then I move on.” He smiled at her. “You probably get that.”
“I do,” Lottie admitted. “Except I get paid in exposure and flight delays.”
June passed around a bowl of roasted vegetables while Mari dished up pasta from a pot she’d declared “surprisingly decent” for a cabin kitchen.
“So what’s the ritual plan?” Mari asked between bites. “We sacrificing anything?”
Tarren’s laugh was light and easy. “Only things you’re ready to let go of. Fear, grudges, maybe one mosquito.”
June lit one of the candles he’d brought, and the rosemary smoke curled up into the air like a ribbon. “I like this. It feels… restful.”
“You’re not going to pull out some giant grimoire and chant in Latin, are you?” Mari asked, half-teasing.
Tarren shook his head. “I’m not that kind of witch. Think of me more like a tuning fork. I don’t force anything—I just help people find the right note.”
Cassie watched the exchange, relieved to see how gently Tarren handled them all. He didn’t demand belief, didn’t take offense. He was just present. And that was rare.
After dinner, they stayed on the porch longer than planned, their legs tucked under themselves, bug spray competing with June’s lavender mist.
Mari eventually asked, “So why do you do this? Just wander and bless?”
Tarren thought for a long moment before answering. “Because when I stay still too long, I start to forget how big the world is. And when I help people, even in small ways, it feels like I’m making space for something good to grow.”
No one said anything for a minute. The lake lapped at the shore in the background, and the air was thick with pine and warmth.
Then Lottie said, “Okay, but like… are you single?”
Cassie groaned. “Lottie.”
“What? I’m just doing recon.”
“I’m single,” Tarren said, grinning. “But currently devoted to the road.”
“Ugh. The road always gets the hot ones,” Lottie muttered.
Mari grinned behind her cup. “You’re ridiculous.”
Tarren stood and stretched, collecting his lantern. “Well, if you’re open to it, I’d love to guide a small ritual tomorrow night—something peaceful. Tonight’s just about settling in. Letting the place remember you.”
June nodded. “That feels right.”
“Sure,” Mari added. “So long as no one makes me chant to my inner child.”
“Only if she asks nicely,” Tarren said.
Tarren’s lantern slowly disappeared down the trail, the green glow shrinking like a firefly blinking off into the trees. The porch quieted.
Cassie leaned back on her elbows, smiling softly. “He’s kind, right?”
“Charming,” June said.
“Suspiciously well-mannered,” Mari added. “But… fine.”
Lottie grinned. “I’d follow him into a foggy forest.”
Mari pointed her fork at her. “You’d follow a ghost into a haunted basement if he was pretty enough.”
“And?”
They laughed again, the kind of laugh that curled up and stayed warm in the belly. A real one.
The night settled deeper around them, the lake reflecting a few early stars. Somewhere out in the dark, an owl called once and then went quiet.
June brushed her hand over one of the rosemary bundles. “I’m glad we came back. Even if it’s a little strange.”
Cassie nodded. “I’ve missed this. You. All of you.”
Mari didn’t speak for a moment. Then she said, “Let’s just try not to mess it up this time.”
Lottie shifted slightly. “Did we mess it up before?”
“No,” Cassie said quickly. “Life just… happened. Everyone got busy.”
Mari let out a breath. “Yeah. I guess. It just felt like we drifted.”
There was a pause. A stillness in the conversation that wasn’t awkward—just real.
June, ever the softest of them, said, “That’s why we’re here, right? To drift back.”
Cassie looked at each of them, her chest full. “Yeah. That’s why.”
They clinked their glasses again, quieter this time.
After a while, Lottie stood and stretched. “I’m going to bring my camera out tomorrow. We should take a picture in the lake like we used to.”
“I’m not getting wet unless the witch enchants it to be bathwater,” Mari grumbled.
“Worth asking,” Lottie said with a wink.
Cassie followed them inside last, pausing once on the porch to look out over the lake. The stars were brighter now, and the water held their reflections like the sky had dropped its jewelry.
Behind her, the cabin lights glowed warm through the windows. Inside, her friends were still laughing over something Lottie said.
And for the first time in a long while, Cassie didn’t feel like she was holding the group together. She felt like it had never fallen apart.
She closed the screen door gently behind her.
The firepit was exactly where they’d left it—just past the crooked cedar tree, nestled in the clearing where the sky opened wide enough to see every star. It took a few minutes to clear away pine needles and an entire family of earwigs, but soon a small fire crackled to life, casting orange light across their faces.
Cassie tossed a log onto the flames and leaned back on her elbows. “I forgot how good it smells. Like summer camp without the screaming children.”
“I’m not ruling out screaming yet,” Mari said, swirling wine in a tin cup. “Wait until the bugs realize I’m the tastiest one here.”
June was sitting cross-legged on a woven mat, lighting small tea candles in a circle around her. “We could use citronella.”
Lottie appeared beside her with a long stick and a marshmallow. “Or we could just bribe the bugs with sugar. Much more entertaining.”
They all laughed, firelight flickering across their faces like gold paintbrush strokes. It was the kind of night that settled into the bones—warm air, cool breeze, and the hush of lake water behind them. A small stack of photo albums sat on a stump nearby, and someone had brought out the Book of Questions again.
“Okay,” Lottie said, flopping dramatically into a camp chair. “Let’s play a game.”
“Oh no,” Mari muttered.
“It’s a good one.” Lottie leaned forward, eyes shining. “You have to tell one story from our time here—but it has to be the one you think about the most.”
Cassie raised a brow. “That could go in some weird directions.”
“Even better,” Lottie said.
“I’ll go first,” June offered quietly. She looked into the flames for a moment, then smiled. “Remember that summer when we painted the canoe pink?”
Mari burst out laughing. “And Arlo threatened to ban us from the lake forever?”
“We used chalk paint,” Cassie added. “We thought it would wash off.”
“It didn’t,” June said, giggling. “And Lottie convinced us to write ‘Sea Witches’ on the side.”
“It was a vibe,” Lottie said with a shrug. “Very early Tumblr energy.”
Cassie grinned. “I think about that day a lot too. We were sunburnt and covered in paint, and nobody cared. We just… existed. Loud and messy.”
There was a pause as the fire popped.
Then Mari said, “I think about the night we slept on the dock.”
They all looked at her.
Mari stared into her cup, her tone more thoughtful than usual. “We brought every blanket we had. Froze our asses off. But the stars… I’d never seen stars like that before.”
June smiled gently. “You cried a little.”
“Did not.”
“You said it was the first time you understood how big the universe is.”
Mari rolled her eyes. “I was drunk.”
“You were seventeen,” Cassie said. “You were real.”
Mari threw a pinecone into the fire. “Okay, someone else go before this turns into a therapy circle.”
Cassie reached for the wine bottle and refilled her cup. “Alright. Mine’s dumb.”
“Oh, we’re listening now,” Lottie said, eyes narrowing playfully.
Cassie looked into the fire like she might find the words there. “You remember the summer I tried to make that lake newsletter?”
June gasped. “Yes! ‘Stillwater Sentinel’!”
“You printed two issues,” Mari added. “And one of them was just riddles and a drawing of a duck.”
“It was a very good duck,” Lottie said solemnly.
Cassie laughed, cheeks pink. “I just wanted to make something everyone could read. Like... some little thing that mattered.”
“It mattered to us,” June said. “I kept both issues.”
“You didn’t.”
June smiled softly. “They’re in a box at home. With the duck drawing. I still think it looks like Arlo.”
Cassie’s eyes misted slightly, but she blinked it away and raised her cup in a mock toast. “To ridiculous ambition and badly drawn ducks.”
“To the Stillwater Sentinel,” Mari said, touching her cup to Cassie’s.
They all drank, the laughter melting into a quiet contentment. Lottie stretched out on her back, arms folded behind her head, eyes on the stars above. “I think my favorite memory is from the summer we dared each other to skinny dip.”
“Oh no,” Cassie said, already laughing.
“It was your idea!” Lottie accused.
“It was a full moon!” Cassie defended.
“And we thought the moon was ‘watching and judging,’” June added, giggling.
Mari snorted. “Because you said that out loud and scared everyone.”
“We made it like three steps into the water,” Lottie said, wiping tears from her eyes. “Cassie screamed about a fish and ran. June apologized to the lake. I tripped on a root. And Mari—”
Mari held up a finger. “Mari made it in, thank you. Full commitment. Even if it was freezing.”
“I still remember the goosebumps,” Lottie said.
“I still remember the screaming,” Cassie added.
They dissolved into laughter again, the kind that takes the air from your lungs in the best way. The fire crackled beside them, steady and warm.
Then June, still smiling, said, “It’s strange how we were always so close, and then... we weren’t.”
The laughter faded.
Cassie stirred the fire with a stick. “Yeah.”
Lottie sat up slowly. “Life pulled us in different directions.”
Mari said nothing at first. Then: “Life didn’t pull. We drifted. It’s not the same thing.”
There was a beat of silence.
Cassie spoke gently. “Is that how you see it?”
Mari shrugged, not looking at her. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
June looked down at her hands. “Sometimes I wondered if it was something I did.”
Cassie shook her head. “No. It was… it was everything. Jobs, partners, moving. Time slipped away before I realized we hadn’t talked in months.”
“It hurt,” Mari said softly, almost to herself. “I didn’t know how much until I got here.”
No one answered right away.
Then Lottie whispered, “Me too.”
The fire had burned low, flickering red at the base with only the occasional crackle. A breeze moved through the trees, brushing their skin and lifting June’s braid like a whisper.
“I guess I thought if I didn’t say anything,” Mari murmured, “it would feel less like a loss.”
They all turned to her.
She looked up, chin lifted slightly in that familiar defiant tilt. “When we stopped calling, stopped checking in... I told myself that’s just how adult friendships work. Everybody grows up and grows apart. But now that we’re sitting here, I don’t buy that anymore.”
Lottie reached across the gap and laid a hand over hers. “I don’t either.”
Mari’s jaw worked, emotions flitting across her face like shadows—hurt, pride, a flicker of something sharp. She didn’t move away from Lottie’s hand, but she didn’t lean into it either.
“I wanted someone to notice,” she said. “That I was quiet. That I wasn’t okay.”
June’s voice was soft. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
“Because I didn’t want to be the one who needed saving. Again.”
Cassie’s heart twisted. “You never needed saving. You needed us to be better.”
Mari stood suddenly, brushing her hands on her jeans. “I’m tired. I’m gonna head in.”
“Mari—” Cassie started.
But Mari shook her head gently. “It’s okay. I’m glad we’re here. I just... need a minute.”
She turned and walked up the path to the cabin, her figure framed in the dim porch light for a moment before the screen door creaked open and shut behind her.
Silence settled over the firepit like dew.
Lottie exhaled slowly. “Well. That got real.”
June hugged her knees. “It needed to.”
“She’s not mad,” Cassie said quietly. “She’s overwhelmed.”
“She’s both,” Lottie replied. “It’s Mari. She runs hot and deep.”
They sat there in the silence a little longer, the fire reduced to soft coals, glowing faintly in the dark.
Cassie eventually stood and stretched. “We should get some sleep too. Tarren said he’d set something up for tomorrow night—he wants to do the ritual then.”
“Do we have to chant?” Lottie asked.
Cassie smiled, weary but sincere. “Only if you want to.”
June blew out the last tea candle as they gathered up their cups and blankets. The air felt heavier now—not unpleasant, but thick with something unfinished.
As they reached the porch, June paused and looked back at the firepit.
“I think it’s working,” she whispered.
“What is?” Cassie asked.
June gave her a soft, wise smile. “The lake. Us. Everything.”
Cassie followed her gaze. The coals were still glowing, faint but steady.
The morning light filtered in like watercolor—soft, golden, a little sleepy. The lake was glass-flat, not even a ripple on its surface. Birds called lazily from the trees, and the cabin creaked like it was waking up along with them.
Cassie stirred first. She padded into the kitchen in wool socks and an old hoodie, starting the coffee pot with muscle memory before even opening her eyes. She didn’t hear anyone else moving, but she felt it—that charged stillness after a night of too many emotions.
She stood at the window, watching the morning mist rise off the lake. The quiet wasn’t uncomfortable, just heavy. Like the space between inhale and exhale.
June appeared behind her a few minutes later, hair mussed, sweater trailing the scent of dried lavender.
“Sleep okay?” Cassie asked softly.
June nodded. “Dreamed of water. It felt… old. But kind.”
Cassie didn’t ask what that meant. She just poured her a mug and set it in her hands.
“Thanks,” June said, smiling faintly. “How’s Mari?”
“Haven’t seen her. She didn’t come down.”
“She needed space.”
“Yeah.”
They both stared out at the lake for a long while.
By mid-morning, Lottie emerged from her room in a tank top and boxers, holding a camera in one hand and a half-eaten granola bar in the other.
“Y’all look like someone died,” she said around a mouthful. “Where’s moody Mari?”
Cassie shot her a look. “Let her be, Lott.”
Lottie held up her hands. “Hey, I’m not judging. Just asking.”
“She’s probably journaling in a tree somewhere,” June murmured.
But Mari wasn’t in a tree. She was on the far side of the lake trail, alone, sitting on a smooth rock with her arms wrapped around her knees. The pine needles underfoot muted her footsteps, the sky above her just barely blue.
She hadn’t meant to cry, not really. But it came anyway—quiet, sudden. The kind of crying that didn’t ask permission.
Mari hated how easily this place got to her.
She felt cracked open in a way she hadn’t expected. Like the lake, the cabin, even the smell of the trees knew things she hadn’t said aloud in years.
And that stupid fire last night. That soft, flickering trap. She had meant to keep it light. Instead, her words had come out sharp, and now she was the one who needed “a minute.” Classic.
“You okay out here?”
The voice was gentle, not pressing. Tarren.
Mari looked over her shoulder, surprised he’d found her. He stood a few feet away, hands in his pockets, giving her space.
“You following me?”
“I was walking,” he said. “You were sitting. It wasn’t hard.”
She snorted. “Cassie send you?”
“Nope. Just noticed the quiet.”
Mari looked back at the lake. “Well. You found it.”
Tarren sat on a nearby log, not too close. His presence was still. Easy. Like he could sit there for an hour and never speak unless invited.
Mari wiped her face roughly. “Don’t get any ideas. I’m not here for a heart-to-heart.”
“I didn’t bring one,” he said lightly.
That got a snort out of her. “You’re good at this.”
“I listen more than I talk. People tend to tell me things.”
Mari looked back at the lake. “Do you think people can outgrow each other?”
He didn’t answer right away.
“I think,” he said slowly, “people grow in different directions. But sometimes, those roots stay tangled underneath.”
She nodded, just once. “So it’s not fake. What we had.”
“No,” Tarren said gently. “But sometimes love gets quiet. That doesn’t mean it dies.”
Mari kicked a pinecone. “Why are you all so wise and chill? You’re like if therapy had freckles.”
Tarren laughed. “I’ve just been lonely enough to learn a few things.”
They sat in quiet for a moment more.
“Do you want to go back?” he asked eventually.
Mari rubbed her palms together. “I don’t know. I don’t want to ruin it.”
“You didn’t ruin anything.”
She sighed. “I just... I don’t like being the one who feels too much.”
“Then maybe it’s time to feel it anyway.”
She glanced at him, the smallest thread of trust weaving between them. Then she stood, brushed off her jeans, and said, “Come on, witch boy. If I don’t get coffee soon, I’ll hex myself.”
He smiled and followed her back toward the cabin.

Back at the cabin, the energy had softened. June was out on the dock meditating, legs crossed, palms up, her face turned toward the sun. Lottie had disappeared into the woods with her camera, calling back over her shoulder that she was “looking for the soul of a tree.”
Cassie was inside, wiping down the kitchen counter even though it wasn’t dirty. She did that when her thoughts got tangled.
Tarren stepped in, brushed the dirt from his boots, and said, “You doing okay?”
Cassie looked up, startled. “Yeah. Yes. I just… want this to go well.”
“It already is.”
She leaned on the counter. “I know. But I keep waiting for something to break.”
Tarren tilted his head. “What if something already did, and now it’s mending?”
That stopped her. She blinked once. Twice. Then nodded slowly.
Outside, June opened her eyes as he approached. She didn’t speak—just smiled. He sat beside her in silence.
They watched the lake together. Breathing. Still.
Later, Lottie came down the path, leaves in her hair and something delighted in her face.
“You ever notice how this place makes everything feel like it’s waiting to be remembered?” she said.
Tarren just smiled. “You’re closer to the lake than you think.”
By late afternoon, the sun began its slow descent toward the trees, casting long shadows across the porch. The warmth of the day had shifted into something cooler, more golden, more thoughtful.
Mari was the first to rejoin the group. She stepped up onto the porch without a word, dropped her hoodie on a chair, and sat. Cassie looked up from her book, a small smile blooming quietly.
June followed soon after, fresh from the dock, her eyes still holding that post-meditation glow. She didn’t ask any questions—just brewed tea and hummed softly while it steeped.
Lottie arrived last, trailing leaves and stories. “I saw a fox,” she declared, holding up her camera. “And either a really large squirrel or a small forest god. Jury’s out.”
Mari raised a brow. “You get that on film?”
“Just its tail. But it posed.”
Tarren reappeared like smoke drifting into the space—peaceful, unobtrusive. He nodded to each of them, then set a cloth bundle on the center of the porch table.
“Tomorrow night,” he said, “we’ll meet by the fire again. But not just to talk. This time, we’ll let go of what we’ve carried too long.”
They all looked at him.
He didn’t elaborate. Just gave them a quiet smile, then wandered back down the steps, lantern swinging gently from his hand.
“What do you think he meant?” June asked, gently stirring honey into her tea.
“I think he’s a little spooky,” Mari said, but her voice held no edge. “And probably right.”
Cassie looked down at her hands. “I’ve been holding on to too many things. And pretending I’m fine.”
“We all have,” Lottie said, settling into a chair. “We just got good at it.”
The silence that followed was a good one. A held breath before something beautiful.
Mari crossed one leg over the other and leaned back. “Alright. I’ll do your magic ritual.”
“Same,” June whispered.
“Me too,” Lottie said. “If only to see what happens when Cassie tries to be mystical.”
Cassie threw a pretzel at her.
They laughed—not as loudly as before, but real. Rooted.
As the sun dropped fully behind the trees, casting the sky in a thousand shades of peach and plum, the porch light clicked on above them.
They stayed outside for a long while. Talking. Not talking. Simply being.
And for the first time since arriving, no one was trying to fix anything. They were just together.
The path to the lake glowed with soft green lantern light, just enough to guide their steps. Candles flickered low in jars placed along the trail, their flames bending gently in the breeze. The trees rustled overhead like they were whispering, not watching.
Cassie held her sweater closed at the throat. The air had cooled quickly, the warmth of the day giving way to something hushed and sacred.
They didn’t speak much as they walked. June walked barefoot. Mari carried a thermos of tea. Lottie had her camera around her neck, but it stayed off. It wasn’t a night for photos.
Down at the dock, Tarren waited.
He had set out five stones—smooth, round, and dark—on a folded cloth at the edge of the dock. A candle glowed in the center. No salt circles. No symbols. Just simplicity and firelight and the lake stretching out behind him like a mirror for the soul.
He smiled when they arrived. “You all came. That’s enough.”
They stepped onto the dock one by one, the wood creaking beneath their feet. The lake lapped quietly against the posts, and overhead, the sky was thick with stars.
Tarren gestured for them to sit. “This isn’t a ceremony with rules. There’s no right way. But there is one truth: what you speak aloud becomes lighter.”
He passed each of them a stone—cool in their palms, like memory made solid.
“These stones come from the lakebed. You’ll hold yours while you think of something you’ve been carrying. A fear. A guilt. A word someone said that won’t leave you. Then, when you’re ready, speak it. And place the stone in the water.”
Mari turned the stone in her fingers. “It’s not going to erase it, right?”
“No,” Tarren said. “But it’ll stop living in your chest.”
They all sat quietly for a while. The firelight danced across their faces. Lottie stared up at the stars. June closed her eyes. Cassie’s thumb traced a line across her stone again and again.
Tarren didn’t rush them.
He simply sat with them, the candle flickering at the center of their circle, his gaze warm and steady.
And slowly, one by one, they began to speak.
June was the first to move.
She held her stone in both hands like something sacred, then leaned forward, her face soft in the firelight. She didn’t speak right away. Just breathed.
Then, almost like a prayer, she said, “I let go of the fear that I am only gentle because I’m weak.”
The words hit the air like ripples.
No one interrupted. No one nodded. They simply listened.
June leaned out and placed the stone into the water. It fell with a quiet splash, disappearing into the dark.
She sat back, her eyes shining but dry.
“I feel taller,” she whispered.
Tarren smiled.
Mari looked down at her own stone, her fingers tightening around it.
When she finally spoke, her voice was low. “I let go of the belief that I’m only lovable when I’m strong.”
She stood to place her stone in the lake—fast, almost like she didn’t want to linger.
The sound of the splash was small. But it echoed in the space between them.
Mari didn’t sit right away. She stood there for a moment, breathing like she was trying to stay steady. Then she turned back and rejoined the circle.
“I didn’t expect that to hurt,” she admitted.
Cassie reached over and laid her fingers lightly over hers. “That’s how you know it mattered.”
Lottie let out a shaky laugh. “Well, damn. You two are really raising the bar.”
June smiled gently. “There’s no bar.”
“Still,” Lottie said, gripping her stone, “now I feel like I have to say something poetic.”
Tarren spoke softly. “Just say what’s true.”
Lottie looked into the flame for a long moment. The breeze lifted a strand of her hair and tugged it across her cheek, but she didn’t brush it away.
“I let go of the guilt,” she said, “that I always leave.”
The others turned to look at her.
Lottie’s mouth curled slightly. “I’ve spent my whole adult life running off to other countries, chasing the next perfect shot. And part of me always knew... I was missing things here. I just didn’t want to stop long enough to feel left out.”
She stood and stepped to the water’s edge.
“I didn’t know how to come back without explaining why I left.”
Then she tossed the stone.
It struck the surface and vanished, clean and sure.
Lottie returned to the circle, her steps lighter. “That was more satisfying than therapy.”
Tarren nodded. “Sometimes water listens better than people do.”
Cassie was the last.
She held her stone in both hands like she was afraid it might shatter. Her shoulders were tight, her knees drawn close.
“I’ve been holding everything together,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “For so long. Everyone’s pain, everyone’s distance, everyone’s silence.”
She looked at them now—June, Mari, Lottie.
“I kept thinking if I could just organize it right—one more message, one more plan—I could fix what broke. But I can’t.”
She stood, her movements slow and deliberate.
“I let go of the weight of holding everyone together.”
She knelt at the dock’s edge and placed the stone in the lake as if returning something that never belonged to her.
The water welcomed it with a soft plunk.
Cassie sat back down. Her face was calm. Clear.
For a long while, none of them spoke. The fire crackled softly, and the lake held their reflections in its stillness.
Tarren leaned forward and cupped the flame in his hands.
“With every goodbye,” he said, “there is a new welcome waiting.”
He blew the candle out.
Darkness wrapped around them gently, like an exhale.
But no one rushed to leave.
The lake shimmered in the moonlight, silent and full.
They didn’t plan it.
One minute, they were sitting on the dock in silence, watching the moon ripple over the lake’s dark skin. The next, Lottie stood and peeled off her sweater like it was a snake’s skin.
“Well,” she said, “that was beautiful and emotionally devastating. I need to dunk my head in cold water now.”
Mari blinked. “You’re not actually—”
Lottie stepped to the edge of the dock, toes curling over the boards. “You remember the moon swim?”
Cassie laughed under her breath. “How could I forget? The screaming. The goosebumps. The fish attack.”
“There was no fish,” Mari grumbled.
June tilted her head. “There might have been a fish.”
Lottie grinned at them, hair catching the silver light. “C’mon. One more time for the ghosts of summers past.”
She jumped.
The splash echoed out like a drumbeat, sending ripples across the lake and a shock of laughter up from the dock.
“Is it cold?” Cassie called.
Lottie popped up, hair plastered to her head, teeth chattering. “Freezing! Glorious! Someone join me before I drown in nostalgia!”
Mari looked at the others. “We’re too old for this.”
June stood.
“Speak for yourself,” she said softly—and dove.
Her entry was graceful, almost quiet. The water embraced her like it had been waiting all these years.
Cassie stood next, pulling her sweater over her head. “If I catch pneumonia, I’m blaming you all.”
“Shut up and get in!” Lottie yelled, splashing.
Cassie jumped with a yelp that turned into a laugh halfway down.
Mari sighed and stood last, shaking her head.
“I swear, if a leech touches me, I’m calling a priest.”
But she was already untying her boots, already stepping toward the edge. And when she jumped—arms flailing, shrieking the whole way—it was with something like joy.
They treaded water under the stars, the dock behind them glowing faintly with the last of the lantern light. The lake was cold and perfect, a baptism in moonlight.
“I can’t feel my legs,” Cassie gasped.
“My sins have been cleansed,” Lottie proclaimed.
“My spine has left my body,” Mari muttered, but she was smiling—really smiling.
June floated on her back, eyes closed. “This,” she whispered. “This is what I missed.”
And for a few minutes, time did something strange. It folded back. It let them be girls again—just for a little while.
They drifted toward the shallows, letting the cool water carry them.
Lottie floated on her back with her arms spread wide like wings, the moonlight catching her features in soft silver. “If we had done this ten years ago, I would’ve made a speech about sisterhood or eternal summer or some nonsense.”
June’s laugh bubbled up like water. “And now?”
“Now I’m just grateful none of us threw out a hip climbing in.”
Mari gave her a playful splash. “Speak for yourself. My hip is thriving.”
They all laughed again, louder this time, their voices ringing across the water like chimes. Somewhere across the lake, an owl hooted, sleepy and unconcerned.
Cassie treaded water quietly beside them, watching each of her friends in turn. Mari’s edges were softer now, her sarcasm still sharp but easier. June glowed like a candle. Lottie was chaos in human form, but her smile was real, not posed.
“I’m really glad we did this,” Cassie said.
Mari nodded. “Same.”
“We should do it again,” June added. “Not ten years from now. Sooner.”
“Agreed,” Lottie said, flipping upright. “Let’s make a pact. Blood or pinky—dealer’s choice.”
Cassie held out her hand, half-laughing. “Pinky.”
They all swam together, clumsily linking fingers in a floating, messy circle.
“Pinky promise,” Cassie said.
“To not drift,” June added.
“To tell the truth,” Mari said.
“To skinny dip at least once a year,” Lottie finished.
“You’re impossible,” Mari muttered, but she didn’t let go.
They stayed like that a little while longer—arms linked, water lapping at their shoulders, the stars a quiet witness above them.
Eventually, someone shivered, and they all groaned in unison, paddling awkwardly back toward the dock.
Mari hauled herself out first, breathless and dripping. “I feel like a wet dog.”
“You look like a wet dog,” Lottie said, yanking herself up behind her.
“Don’t make me shove you back in.”
June came up last, graceful even when cold, and wrapped herself in the towel she’d left folded on the dock rail.
Cassie stayed behind a second longer, her feet dangling in the water. She looked back out across the lake—at the dark mirror it had become—and felt something deep in her chest settle.
Tarren watched from the trees, unseen, unseen but present.
He didn’t interrupt. Didn’t speak.
He just smiled and turned back toward the cabin, lantern in hand, the trail lighting itself ahead of him like magic.
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The road into town wasn’t marked with signs or a welcome arch. Just a narrowing of the pavement, a thinning of the trees, and a feeling—like someone had cupped their hands gently around the world and told it to hush.
Tarren’s truck rumbled slowly beneath a thick canopy of cedar and pine, his trailer bouncing gently behind it. The air had shifted a mile back—cooler, heavier, like mist that hadn’t decided yet whether to fall as rain.
He spotted the town from the rise in the hill. It clung to the edge of a shallow valley, a cluster of rooftops and gray-bricked chimneys resting around a single tall structure: the bell tower. Weathered stone, square base, spire that pointed at the sky like a question.
“Looks like a place with memory,” Tarren murmured, easing off the gas.
As he pulled into town, he looked for signs of life.
Shops were open—a florist with dried lavender in the window, a bakery with its door cracked open to let out the smell of cinnamon and warm dough—but the people moved quietly. A woman walking her dog didn’t wave. A man sweeping his porch nodded once, but nothing more.
Tarren’s green glass lantern rattled gently from its hook inside the trailer. It hadn’t lit itself in days.
He took it as a sign: something here wanted noticing.
He passed the town square next—a circle of stone pavers and benches worn smooth at the edges. And rising from one side, tall and unmoving, stood the bell tower. Ivy clung to the base. Its great bronze bell was visible through the open archway above, but the rope hung stiff and untouched.
A place made for sound. But it had gone quiet.
Tarren turned off the main road and followed a dirt path that curved behind the bakery, where an old stone wall marked the end of town. There, beneath a crooked oak, he found a clear patch of earth just big enough for his trailer.
He parked, stepped out, and stretched. The quiet wrapped around him like wool—not unpleasant, but watchful.
He unhooked the lantern from inside and hung it on a shepherd’s hook near the door. Then, with a flick of his wrist and a murmured word, he lit it.
The green glow flared gently and held.
Tarren smiled. “You’re listening already, aren’t you?”
The bell above the bakery door didn’t ring when Tarren stepped inside. It was there—hanging in place, polished brass—but someone had tied a bit of felt around the clapper. Muffled on purpose.
Inside, the smell was incredible. Yeast and sugar, butter and nutmeg. It wrapped around him like a familiar embrace. The kind of scent that made you think someone had been waiting for you.
Behind the counter stood a woman in her forties with flour dusting her sleeves and a calm, watchful face. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, and her eyes narrowed slightly when she saw him.
“Morning,” she said.
“Morning,” Tarren replied. “You must be Ruth Meeks.”
She nodded but didn’t smile. “Word travels fast here. You’re the one they brought in for the tower.”
“I’m the one who answered.”
Ruth wiped her hands on a towel. “Mayor Klem thinks a blessing will fix the quiet. Sweep it away like cobwebs.”
Tarren tilted his head. “And you?”
“I think silence settles in deep. Not easy to lift it just because you light a candle.”
“I don’t lift it,” he said. “I listen to it. And maybe it tells me what it needs.”
That earned him a slight raise of her brow, nothing more.
“You hungry?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t say no.”
She passed him a warm roll on parchment. “This one’s honey oat. Still soft.”
Tarren took a bite and sighed. “That’s beautiful.”
“Bread’s the only thing I trust to speak these days,” Ruth muttered.
He let a few moments pass before asking, “No one talks about the bell?”
“No one wants to talk about the bell,” she corrected, folding a loaf with care. “And if they do, they don’t say much. We lost something when it stopped. And I’m not just talking about sound.”
Tarren nodded. “Loss leaves a shape behind. Doesn’t always say what it was.”
“You talk like someone who’s seen grief.”
“I walk with it.”
That made her pause, hands stilling.
Finally, she looked up at him fully. “You’ll want to visit the tower today. But don’t expect it to greet you. It hasn’t had company in a long time.”
“I’m good at quiet company.”
“You’ll need to be.” She wrapped up another roll and pushed it across the counter. “For later. It gets colder near the stones.”
Tarren accepted it, touched by the gesture. “Thank you.”
Ruth finally smiled—small, but true. “Just remember not all stories want to be told. Some just want to be remembered.”
Tarren nodded, taking that in.
As he stepped back out into the town square, the warm bread still in hand, he noticed two children sitting at the edge of the old fountain—Evie and Jonah Platt, if he recalled the mayor’s mention. They were playing a silent game, tossing pebbles into the water without a word.
They didn’t look up at him. But as he passed, he heard one whisper to the other:
“He’s going to the tower.”
And then silence again.
The path to the bell tower started behind a line of overgrown hedges, nearly hidden unless you knew to look for it. Tarren followed the faint trail, his boots crunching softly on gravel and broken leaves.
The tower loomed taller the closer he came—gray stone weathered by rain and wind, patches of ivy clinging like old scars. Its shape was solid, square, dignified. A sentinel that had seen too much.
Tarren stopped at the base and looked up.
The bell was visible through the open stone arch near the top. The rope hung like a sleeping limb, stiff and brittle from disuse.
The tower didn’t feel angry.
It felt tired.
There was no plaque. No flowers. No sign to say what had happened here—only a faint soot stain along one side, streaking upward like a shadow that had tried to escape and failed.
Tarren approached the base. The door had long since come off its hinges; someone had leaned it against the stone wall beside the frame. He stepped through the open archway into a cool, hollow silence.
Inside, the stone floor was covered in dust, bits of pine needles, and a few dead leaves. The spiral stairs leading up were intact, though rust lined the railings. Tarren didn’t climb them. Not yet.
Instead, he walked the perimeter of the base slowly. His fingers hovered just above the walls—not touching, but near enough to feel the lingering energy. Cold. Deep. Not empty.
He knelt and pulled a small beeswax candle from his satchel. Then another. He placed them at three points near the base of the stairwell, forming a soft triangle.
“Not for cleansing,” he said softly, lighting each one with a breath of flame. “Just for seeing.”
The flames flickered for a moment, dancing wildly—and then stilled, perfectly upright.
The silence settled around him like cloth draped over a table. It wasn’t lifeless. It was listening.
He reached into his coat and pulled out a small stone charm—round, with a faded engraving of a bell carved on one side. He placed it gently between the candles, pressed his palm to the stone beneath, and closed his eyes.
A shiver ran through him.
Not a voice. Not a vision. Just a sensation: heavy grief with no words left to give.
He opened his eyes and blew out the flames, one by one. The smoke rose and curled toward the ceiling beams like a prayer.
As he stepped back outside, the wind stirred.
A figure stood at the edge of the hedges.
An older man in a canvas coat. Hands in his pockets. Watching.
Harris Boyd.
Tarren nodded in quiet greeting.
Harris said nothing. After a moment, he turned and walked away.
The mayor’s office sat just off the town square, tucked inside a squat brick building with narrow windows and a weather vane shaped like a crow. Tarren arrived just as the sky began turning amber with late afternoon light.
The receptionist—an older woman with a pinched mouth and a tight bun—nodded silently when he gave his name, then waved him into the inner office without a word.
Mayor Ellis Klem stood behind a desk cluttered with maps, coffee mugs, and a pile of event flyers for the “Spring Renewal Fair.” He wore a plaid vest and a strained smile, like someone playing the part of cheerful host while expecting the ceiling to fall in.
“Tarren!” he said, coming around the desk with an outstretched hand. “You made good time.”
“I tend to,” Tarren replied, shaking it.
“Glad you’re here. Really. Folks have been asking for something like this for a while now. Not in words, maybe, but... you know how people are.”
Tarren tilted his head slightly. “Do I?”
Klem cleared his throat and gestured for him to sit. “We’re not asking for anything dramatic. Just something light. A symbolic cleansing. A gesture.”
“Symbolism is only powerful if it means something to the people watching.”
Klem’s smile faltered. “Right. Well, we want to give them a sense of closure. A fresh start. But not... you know... stir things up.”
Tarren looked out the small window behind the desk. The bell tower rose behind the buildings like a monument no one had asked for.
“Has anyone gone up there recently?” he asked.
“No need,” Klem said quickly. “We keep the area clean. That’s enough.”
“But no one’s rung the bell.”
The mayor’s eyes darted down to his hands. “No. Not in years.”
“Why did it stop?”
Klem hesitated. “The past isn’t always useful, Tarren. People move on best when they’re not forced to relive.”
Tarren folded his hands in his lap. “And what if it’s not the past? What if it’s still here, just unspoken?”
The mayor didn’t respond right away.
Then, more quietly, he said, “Just don’t make this town bleed again. We’ve learned to live with the quiet.”
Tarren stood. “Sometimes silence isn’t peace. Sometimes it’s a wound that forgot how to speak.”
He left before Klem could reply.
Back outside, dusk settled over the rooftops. The tower caught the last gold of the sun, and the rope inside its hollow frame stirred slightly in the breeze.
Tarren walked back to his trailer, the green glass lantern by his door glowing gently in the dim.
Inside, he placed the stone charm on the small altar by his window and whispered, “Something’s waiting.”
And in the silence that followed, the trailer creaked softly—like something inside it agreed.
The next morning dawned gray and pale. The sky hung low over the town, as if trying to press the silence down tighter. Tarren brewed tea in his trailer, the scent of chamomile and rosemary curling through the small space. The green lantern flickered once, then steadied.
Today, it seemed to say, is for seeing.
He made his way to the bell tower just after sunrise. The grass was damp with dew, and the trail behind the hedges remained undisturbed. No footprints but his.
Inside the tower, the air was colder. Still. The stones absorbed sound like a sponge, and even his soft footsteps made no echo.
He began near the base, hands hovering over the walls, tracing the faint memory of heat. The scorch marks climbed unevenly, like fingers clawing for air. The fire hadn’t started high. It had started low—and fast.
In one corner near the base of the spiral stairs, he found a cluster of melted wax long hardened into a puddle of shadow. Someone had tried to light the darkness.
Tarren knelt and ran his fingers over the stone floor. Near the wall, tucked under a jut of stone, something caught the light.
A ribbon.
Pink, curled slightly at the edge. Soot-smudged, but intact.
He didn’t move it. Just sat beside it for a moment.
Beside the ribbon lay a bent piece of metal—rusted, nearly unrecognizable except for the faint shape of a bell etched into the surface. A nameplate. A dedication, maybe. Time and heat had erased the words.
He whispered, “Not lost. Just quiet.”
The silence pulsed around him, not in response—but in acknowledgment.
He turned his attention to the stairs. Each step creaked as he ascended, stone giving way under careful weight. The smell of ash got stronger the higher he climbed. When he reached the belfry, the air was sharper, colder.
The bell loomed above him—greened with age, flecked with soot. The rope dangled untouched. Tarren reached out and pressed his palm against the side of the bell.
The metal was cool.
It hummed under his hand.
Not ready, it seemed to say. Not yet.
The bell didn’t ring.
Tarren didn’t expect it to.
He left the belfry quietly, descending the stone steps with slow, steady breaths. Back at the base, he paused once more by the ribbon, then stepped out into the gray morning.
The mist had thickened while he was inside. It curled around the town like a shawl, softening edges and sounds alike. Tarren followed the winding path back to the square, where Ruth’s bakery was already lit.
Inside, the scent of cinnamon was stronger than yesterday.
Ruth stood at the counter with her sleeves rolled up, arranging scones on a tray. She didn’t look up when the bell above the door muffled its non-ring.
“I figured I’d see you again,” she said.
Tarren stepped in, lantern in hand. “You knew I’d go to the tower.”
“Everyone does,” she replied. “The difference is whether they come back quiet—or quieter.”
He approached the counter. “I found wax. And a ribbon.”
She stopped. Just for a moment.
Then she carefully resumed her work, folding a cloth over the scones.
“There were candles everywhere that night,” she said, voice steady. “We used them to light the steps. For the festival. Someone dropped one. The wind did the rest.”
Tarren waited.
“I was sixteen. My cousin Helena was thirteen. She was upstairs, helping with the costumes. Paper wings, tinsel crowns. We thought the bells would ring and the kids would come down the stairs like angels.”
Her voice caught, just slightly.
“They never came down.”
Tarren said nothing.
Ruth wiped her hands clean. “The town council decided not to rebuild anything. Not even a plaque. Said it would only remind people.”
“Like they ever forgot.”
Ruth nodded. “Exactly.”
She slid a small wrapped bundle across the counter—still warm. “Oat again. You look like someone who skips meals.”
“Thank you,” he said.
She met his eyes then. “You’re going to try to ring it, aren’t you?”
Tarren shook his head. “No. I’m not here to make noise. I’m here to hear what’s still being held.”
She studied him for a moment longer, then gave a short nod. “Well. Good luck finding someone who still knows how to listen.”
───────────────
Later that afternoon, Tarren walked the side path behind the bell tower again, more out of instinct than purpose.
That’s when he saw him.
Harris Boyd stood beneath the rope. The old bell keeper’s son. His shoulders were broad but bowed. His hands were wrapped in cloth, dark with grease.
Tarren didn’t speak.
He simply watched.
Harris reached up, slow and methodical, and oiled the pulleys that hung just inside the frame. The rope didn’t move. The bell didn’t ring. But the care in his movements was unmistakable—like someone brushing the hair of a ghost.
When Harris turned, Tarren was already stepping away.
He didn’t need to speak to understand.
Sometimes, tending to something that no longer speaks is an act of love.
The school sat at the far end of town, low-roofed and painted in soft cream, with wide front steps that creaked underfoot. The bell above the entrance had no rope. It hadn’t rung in years.
Tarren stood outside for a moment, watching children spill into the yard for mid-morning recess. They played, but cautiously. Their laughter came in bursts, then quickly died down. No shouting. No screaming. Not even tag.
Inside, the hall smelled of pencil shavings and chalk dust. A bulletin board displayed student drawings—trees, lakes, stars—but none showed the bell tower. Not one.
A door was cracked near the end of the hallway. Tarren heard the sound of paper rustling and the faint scratch of pens.
He knocked gently.
Nora Thatch looked up.
She was young, maybe early thirties, with dark hair pulled back in a low bun and a stillness about her that reminded him of still water—not tense, not calm, just deep. She wore a simple linen dress and a pendant shaped like a teardrop bell.
“You’re the man who parked by the hedges,” she said.
“I am.”
“Come in.”
Tarren stepped inside. The room was spare—no posters, no loud colors. A soft rug covered the floor near a reading corner. The walls were blank but clean.
Each child sat at a small desk, silently focused on writing. Tarren noticed there were no speech bubbles in the drawings, no dialogue in the writing prompts.
“They’re writing nonverbal narratives,” Nora said quietly. “We do one a week.”
Tarren watched the children. “You’re teaching them how to speak without sound.”
“I’m teaching them how to remember without pain.”
He nodded. “How long have you been doing this?”
“Since I took over this classroom. Ten years.”
“You lost someone.”
“My sister. She was ten. I was fifteen.”
Tarren didn’t press.
Nora watched the students. “They don’t know the whole story. They only feel what the town lets them feel. But they carry it anyway.”
“Children always do,” he said. “Even when they don’t have the words for it.”
Before she could answer, someone knocked on the open doorway.
A young woman stepped in—bright-eyed, messy-haired, and holding a sketchbook. Wren.
“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I was just dropping off the sketch folders.”
Her gaze flicked to Tarren.
“You’re the trailer witch.”
He smiled. “That’s me.”
“I’m Wren. I’ve been drawing the bell tower since I moved here. Not sure if I’m allowed to, but… no one’s stopped me yet.”
Tarren reached out to shake her hand. “I think it’s a story worth drawing.”
Wren lit up. “Finally. Someone who gets it.”
Nora gave her a look—half fond, half weary. “Wren wants to paint a mural on the side of the tower.”
“I want to remind people what’s beautiful about it,” Wren corrected. “It doesn’t have to be about the fire.”
Tarren tilted his head. “Sometimes beauty and grief share a wall.”
Wren smiled at that.
“I should go,” she said. “But if you want company later, I’ve got paints and questions.”
She waved and slipped back out.
Nora returned to the window, watching the children quietly.
“They still flinch when a book falls,” she said. “Even though none of them were alive when it happened.”
Tarren nodded. “That’s the sound of silence leaving behind an echo.”
That night, just after dusk, Tarren returned to the tower alone.
The mist had thickened again, curling low around the cobblestones. His lantern cast a soft green circle that moved with him, like a gentle invitation in the dark.
At the base of the tower, he placed five candles in a semicircle along the old stone threshold. One for each name he didn’t yet know. One for each silence he couldn’t yet fill.
He lit them slowly, whispering nothing. Words didn’t feel welcome tonight. Only presence.
The flames flickered, struggling against the damp, then steadied.
Tarren stepped back and watched.
The bell above him creaked once on its mount, barely audible. No breeze moved it. No hand touched it. But it shifted—acknowledging.
Then he left the candles and walked back to his trailer, the green lantern swinging beside him like a heartbeat.
───────────────
In the morning, the mist had lifted.
Tarren made his tea and walked the path to the tower.
Only one candle remained.
The rest had burned out, their wax pooled around the base like dried tears.
But the last stood tall—still lit, its flame unshaken.
Tarren knelt beside it.
Someone had added something during the night.
A small river stone, smoothed by time, painted with the faint image of a bell in silver paint.
Tarren touched it gently, then placed it inside his coat.
He didn’t need to ask who had left it.
The town was still quiet.
But the silence was starting to change.
The next morning arrived wrapped in stillness—not the heavy, strained silence of before, but something lighter. Expectant.
Tarren walked to the tower at sunrise.
The air smelled faintly of woodsmoke and dew. The town was asleep, or pretending to be.
When he reached the base of the tower, the candle was gone. In its place sat a small plate of lavender sprigs, damp from the morning air.
A woman stood near the base of the stairs, crouched low, lighting a stub of wax with matches from a tin. Her hands were careful. Slow. Like she’d done this before. Many times.
She didn’t look up when he approached.
“Good morning,” Tarren said softly.
“I don’t need help,” she replied, calm but firm.
“I’m not here to help,” he said. “Just to understand.”
She glanced at him then—gray hair pinned beneath a knitted cap, eyes the color of storm clouds. Deep lines creased her face, but none of them looked brittle.
“I know who you are,” she said. “Trailer out by the hedges. Mayor’s new trick.”
“I’m not here for the mayor,” Tarren said.
She studied him for a moment, then lit the candle with a final flick of the match and stood.
“I’m Ada Winslow.”
“I’m Tarren.”
“Figures.”
She turned back toward the tower and set the candle down on a small stone shelf near the entrance.
Tarren watched her. She moved with purpose, but not urgency. Like this was part of her body’s memory.
“You come every day?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “Only when I feel the weight return.”
They stood in silence for a long moment, the kind that didn’t need filling.
“My daughter’s name was Lily,” Ada said eventually. “Nine years old. She wore her boots backward that day just to make me laugh. Said the angels wouldn’t catch her if she ran crooked.”
Tarren swallowed. “She was in the tower?”
Ada nodded. “She was helping with the younger ones. Making halos out of tinsel. She died holding someone else’s hand.”
Tarren didn’t ask who.
“I’m sorry,” he said instead.
Ada nodded once. “You can be.”
She turned to face him fully. “You’re going to do some kind of ritual, aren’t you?”
“I’d like to. But not without permission.”
“You won’t get it from the mayor.”
“I’m not asking him.”
Ada was quiet for a long time. Then she said, “If you do it—don’t cleanse it.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “No?”
“Don’t erase what’s here. Don’t wash it away. Let it speak. Let it grieve.”
Tarren nodded. “Then it will be a vigil, not a ritual.”
Ada looked down at the candle. The flame was small but steady. “There are names that want remembering. Not repeating. Just remembering.”
She reached into her coat and pulled out a folded slip of paper.
“I’ve written them down. You say them. Once. Then give them to the flame.”
Tarren took the paper with both hands, solemnly.
Ada gave him one last long look and turned to go.
“Lily’s name is last,” she said over her shoulder. “That’s how she would’ve liked it.”
Tarren kept the paper folded in his pocket as he moved through town.
He didn’t read the names yet. Not while walking. It felt like something sacred—something that deserved stillness.
The streets of Bellwether weren’t empty, but they felt that way. People moved like shadows. Heads down. Doors closed just a little too quickly behind them. Even dogs barked only once before falling quiet again.
He passed the grocery store. The post office. The bench outside the barber’s where no one sat anymore.
Everything seemed functional—but paused. Like the town was still holding its breath.
He stopped at the small park near the lake, where a single swing drifted slightly in the wind. The chains creaked—barely.
He sat on the edge of the sandbox, resting his elbows on his knees.
The list weighed against his chest.
Not with guilt.
With memory.
Footsteps crunched the gravel behind him.
He didn’t need to turn.
“Hey,” Wren said. “You looked like someone having a moment.”
Tarren smiled a little. “I suppose I am.”
Wren sat beside him, pulling her knees up to her chest. She wore a yellow sweater, loose and too long in the sleeves, and paint smudges dotted her jeans.
“You ever get that feeling,” she said, “like the whole town’s whispering the same thing, but no one wants to be the first to say it out loud?”
“All the time.”
“I think that’s why I draw it,” she said. “The tower. The kids. The bells. It’s like… if no one sees it, it didn’t happen. But if I paint it—really paint it—maybe it becomes real again. Maybe it becomes part of the town, not just the ghost.”
Tarren glanced sideways at her. “You’re very brave, Wren.”
She laughed. “Nah. I’m just loud.”
“There’s power in loud,” he said. “Especially in places like this.”
Wren reached down and traced her finger in the sand.
“They say we’re too small for memorials,” she muttered. “Too small for museums or plaques. But that’s the problem. We’re small enough to remember everything—and nowhere to put it.”
Tarren pulled the folded list from his pocket.
“I have the names,” he said.
Wren turned, surprised.
“Ada?”
“She asked me to read them. For the vigil.”
Wren’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Are you really going to do it?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll be there,” she said. “Even if no one else is. I’ll paint what I see. Even if it’s ugly.”
“It won’t be ugly,” Tarren said gently. “It’ll be honest.”
She nodded.
They sat in silence a moment longer.
Then she stood. “I’m gonna prep my canvas.”
Tarren watched her go, her yellow sweater a soft burst of color against the gray street.
He unfolded the paper.
Just once.
Just to feel the names against the air.
Gabe, Marisol, Thomas, Lily…
He folded it again, pressed it to his chest, and whispered:
“I will carry you until the bell remembers.”
The school bell never rang, but the doors still opened on time.
Tarren returned just before dismissal. The children were working in pairs at their desks, hands moving steadily over paper, scissors, yarn, and paste. Bits of colored fabric fluttered like fallen leaves around their feet.
Nora looked up from where she knelt, helping a small boy tie string around a circle of blue cloth.
“Tarren,” she said, surprised. “We weren’t expecting you until evening.”
“I thought I’d check in. Something smells like effort.”
The boy held up his project proudly. “It’s a sky button.”
Tarren knelt. “What does it do?”
“It catches the clouds and holds them still,” the boy said seriously. “So the tower doesn’t get too sad again.”
Nora smiled faintly. “We’re making small offerings for the vigil.”
Tarren looked around. Each child had made something different. Some had drawn bells, others stitched fabric squares. A few painted wooden stars in pale, glowing colors.
“These are beautiful,” he said.
“They’re memories,” Nora said softly. “Or hopes. The kids were afraid at first. But once Wren told them she’d be there too…”
Tarren smiled. “She has a way of helping people feel braver than they think they are.”
Nora nodded. “You’re still reading the names?”
“Yes.”
There was a long pause.
Then she asked, “Will you say Helena’s?”
“I will.”
She walked to her desk and pulled open the drawer. Inside was a small envelope with her sister’s name printed in careful script.
“She loved purple tulips,” Nora said. “And music boxes.”
“I’ll remember that.”
The children were still hard at work as he left, voices low, but growing louder in a good way—like birds warming up to spring.
───────────────
He stopped by Ruth’s bakery next.
The windows were fogged with warmth, the scent of cinnamon and browned butter thick in the air. Inside, the shelves were lined with golden loaves and sugar-dusted tarts.
“Is this for the vigil?” Tarren asked.
Ruth, dusted in flour, gave him a sharp glance. “Don’t make a thing of it.”
“I wouldn’t dare.”
She folded a cloth over a tray of oat scones.
“Someone’s got to feed people if they’re going to stand around crying all night.”
“I don’t know if there’ll be crying,” Tarren said. “There might be silence. There might be music. But whatever it is… it’ll be honest.”
Ruth was quiet a long moment.
Then she said, “The first year after it happened, I couldn’t bake for three months. Couldn’t stand the sound of the mixer. It reminded me of the sirens.”
Tarren said nothing.
Ruth lifted the tray. “I’ll bring these at dusk. If anyone asks, it was my idea.”
He grinned. “Wouldn’t dream of taking credit.”
She paused, looking at him. “You’re really going to try to ring the bell, aren’t you?”
Tarren thought for a moment.
“No,” he said. “I’m going to let the bell decide if it wants to be heard.”
Ruth nodded. “That’s fair.”
───────────────
Outside, the sky had turned the soft pink of early evening. Tarren walked slowly back toward the trailer, the names in his pocket, the town slowly waking around him.
The vigil would begin soon.
And for the first time since he arrived, the town didn’t feel heavy.
It felt ready.
The sun set slow that evening, as if the sky itself was holding its breath.
Tarren walked the path to the tower with the paper tucked close to his chest. The green lantern swayed in his hand, glowing brighter now as twilight deepened. He had polished it earlier, so the light would be clear.
By the time he reached the tower, Wren was already there, laying out jars of paint and two small canvas panels against a stone wall. She wore her yellow sweater again, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, her hands already smudged with blue and ash-gray.
“You came,” she said, voice hushed.
“Of course.”
“I brought brushes, in case anyone else wants to help.” She paused. “Even if they don’t, I want them to see it happening.”
Tarren nodded. “Good.”
They set up the candles next—ten of them, in a circle just beneath the bell rope, where the old bricks were cracked but clean. Ada arrived next, carrying a woven basket filled with dried lavender and small slips of paper. Her face was unreadable, but her steps were sure.
She handed the basket to Tarren.
“Each one has a message,” she said. “Some are names. Some are memories. I didn’t read them.”
He nodded and set the basket down near the candles.
And then they waited.
The sky turned purple, then indigo.
And slowly—quietly—the townspeople came.
Not in groups, but in quiet pairs. A mother and child. A teenage boy and his grandfather. Nora with two of her students, their hands full of fabric scraps shaped like stars. Ruth arrived with a covered basket, setting it down without a word before retreating to the back of the circle.
No one spoke.
But no one left.
They stood in a wide ring around the tower base, eyes turned to the candles, then upward to the bell itself.
Tarren stepped into the center.
He opened the paper slowly, hands steady.
“I was asked,” he said, voice low but clear, “to speak the names of those lost—not to erase them, but to remember. So we remember them together. Not as silence. But as light.”
He struck a match and lit the first candle.
“Gabe.”
Another match.
“Marisol.”
He moved clockwise, letting the names rise gently into the night.
“Thomas. Clara. Ellis. Mina. Jonah. Helena.”
Each name landed like a hush, soft and sacred.
He reached the last candle.
“Lily.”
The flame flickered and caught.
He let the silence hold after that, pressing into the space between names. Letting the fire do the speaking now.
Then he stepped back.
The wind stirred.
A few people lowered their heads. One woman wept, though no sound left her lips.
Wren, off to the side, began painting with her fingers—bold strokes of white on midnight blue. The outline of a bell. Stars above it. Beneath, small figures holding hands.
Tarren glanced toward the top of the tower.
The bell was still.
But something had changed.
The air around them was no longer heavy.
It was listening.
The candle flames danced gently in the circle, their light golden against the cool stone. For a long moment, no one moved. No one dared.
Then Tarren lowered himself to the ground and sat cross-legged, palms open on his knees.
He didn’t say anything.
He didn’t need to.
One by one, others followed.
Ada was first—her knees stiff, but her back straight. She sat beside Wren, who was still painting, slower now. Focused. Intent.
Ruth took a place near the edge of the ring, setting her basket in front of her. From inside, she pulled out a loaf of honey bread, broke off a piece, and placed it on a cloth square in front of the flame named for Clara.
Nora sat behind two of her students, gently placing her hand on one girl’s shoulder.
And little by little, a circle formed—not just of light, but of presence.
A soft wind moved through the tower square.
It wasn’t cold.
It smelled of lavender and ash and beeswax.
It stirred the painted slips of paper in Ada’s basket and made the tiniest chime from something unseen—like a bell trying to remember how to sing.
Tarren closed his eyes.
He breathed.
Not to summon anything.
Not to cast.
Just to be.
He imagined each name as a thread. Not to pull on, not to unravel—just to notice. They hung in the air between everyone, connecting them quietly. Names were stories. And stories were bridges.
He didn’t know how long they sat like that.
But eventually, the magic came.
Not like lightning or fireworks.
Not even like wind.
It came like warmth behind the ribs. Like the feeling of knowing someone had stayed beside you when you thought you were alone.
He opened his eyes.
The flames hadn’t moved—but the people had.
Some were holding hands. Others had set down photographs or bracelets or bits of old cloth—tokens of memory.
And the children had started to hum.
Softly. In unison.
No words.
Just sound.
Real sound.
It was a lullaby with no melody, a comfort woven out of breath and bravery.
No one told them to stop.
Even Ruth, stiff-lipped and weary-eyed, was weeping into her sleeve now.
Wren set down her brush. Her canvas now held the full tower beneath a sky of stars—and in each star, a small face. Painted simply, with soft halos of light.
Ada reached into the basket and pulled out the last paper.
She handed it to Tarren.
He took it, unfolded it, and read.
It wasn’t a name.
It was a question.
"What will we ring for now?"
He stood slowly, walked to the bell rope, and placed the paper just beneath it.
He didn’t pull.
But he laid his hand on the cord.
And the bell… moved.
Just once.
A soft knock. A shifting of weight. No more than the exhale of a sleeping thing.
But it moved.
And everyone heard it.
The children stopped humming.
The wind stilled.
Tarren whispered, “Thank you.”
And let the silence return—not as a burden, but as peace.
No one clapped.
No one cheered.
They didn’t need to.
When the vigil ended, it ended gently—like dusk easing into night.
The townsfolk lingered, not quite ready to go. They stood in small clusters, speaking softly now. Not about the past—at least not directly—but about how bright the stars were, or how warm the candles had felt. Someone joked about how Ruth’s scones were magic all on their own. She snorted and said they’d best not get used to free samples.
Tarren helped collect the candle jars, letting the wax cool inside before wrapping them in cloth.
Some of the children handed him their drawings. One was of the tower. Another was of a bell with wings. One little girl had drawn Tarren himself, holding a giant key and standing beside a cloud shaped like a heart.
He took them all, smiling.
“Thank you,” he said quietly.
A few families started down the hill, their lanterns bobbing through the dark like quiet fireflies.
Wren packed up her painting supplies, slipping her canvas into a cloth satchel.
“I’ll walk you back,” Tarren offered.
She shrugged, but didn’t say no.
They walked side by side through the cool night air. The path between the trees was silvered with moonlight, and the wind felt softer now—less like a warning, more like a lullaby.
“She moved her arm,” Wren said suddenly.
“Who?”
“The girl in the painting. Lily. I didn’t mean to do it. I just… I looked down, and her hand was reaching out toward the others.”
Tarren smiled. “Maybe she’s ready to be part of the story again.”
They reached Wren’s cottage. The lights were off, but she didn’t seem afraid.
She turned to him. “It wasn’t magic, was it?”
“It depends what you mean.”
“I mean… it wasn’t a spell or some ritual or—” She struggled for the word. “—a fix.”
“No,” he said gently. “It wasn’t a fix.”
She looked down. “Good.”
Then: “Thank you for letting us remember the way we needed to.”
Tarren tipped his head. “Thank you for showing up.”
She gave a half-smile, opened her door, and slipped inside without another word.
Tarren turned back toward the tower.
───────────────
Ada was still there.
She hadn’t moved.
One candle remained, flickering stubbornly in the circle. The others had burned down to pools of wax, but this one—Lily’s—still held strong.
Ada sat beside it, her scarf wrapped tightly around her shoulders, her eyes on the flame.
Tarren approached slowly.
“You’re still here.”
“She wouldn’t want to be alone.”
Tarren knelt beside her. “She’s not.”
Ada didn’t speak for a long time.
Then, softly: “The bell moved.”
“It did.”
“It wasn’t just wind.”
“No.”
They sat in silence a while longer.
The candle danced between them.
“She used to sing,” Ada said at last. “Terribly. But always at full volume. I keep trying to remember what her voice sounded like. All I hear now is the silence that came after.”
Tarren’s throat tightened.
“Tonight helped,” Ada whispered.
Tarren nodded. “That’s all we ever really do. Help a little.”
Ada pressed a hand over her heart. “Then I’ll carry this little help as long as it takes.”
The candle flickered once, then finally went out.
Not with a hiss. Not with smoke.
Just peace.
Morning in Bellwether used to be quiet in 
the way a closed book is quiet—still, unread, forgotten.
But today, there were voices.
Not loud, not many.
But enough.
Two shopkeepers stood outside comparing the weather. A man swept his porch with the door open, a record playing faintly inside. The grocery had chalk on its signboard again—something about jam being half price, written in loopy handwriting that hadn’t appeared in months.
Tarren walked slowly through town, taking it in.
It wasn’t cheerful yet.
But it was no longer mute.
The green lantern hung from his pack, its glow dulled by daylight. His boots scuffed gently on the cobblestones, and for the first time since arriving, he felt someone wave to him. Just a little.
He waved back.
The bakery door was propped open.
Ruth stood at the counter, rearranging scones. She gave him a look like she’d been expecting him for hours.
“You here for bread or for answers?” she asked.
“Little of both,” Tarren said.
She pushed a warm roll across the counter. “Take that. Now ask what you came to ask.”
Tarren tore the bread in half and leaned on the counter.
“What really happened the night of the fire?”
She didn’t answer right away.
Instead, she poured tea into two mugs, then set them down. One for him. One for her. Her fingers trembled slightly around the handle.
“It was fast,” she said. “And it wasn’t just the tower. The wind changed and hit the school roof too.”
“I heard there was a storm.”
“There was. But the storm didn’t start it.” She looked at him sharply. “And don’t go asking who did. We never proved anything.”
Tarren nodded. “I’m not trying to dig up blame. Just truth.”
Ruth stared out the bakery window.
“I was in the kitchen,” she said. “Baking through a bad mood. Heard the crack before I saw the smoke. The bell rang once—just once—and by the time I got out there, half the roof was gone.”
“Was there… a lightning strike?”
“No. That came later. But people said there was a spark. Some kids had been up there. They said it was an accident, but—” She stopped. “Accidents don’t hide themselves.”
Tarren sipped the tea. “You think someone stayed silent?”
“I think we all did,” she said. “That’s the part that hurt most. Not the fire. The afterward.”
Tarren nodded again.
“That’s why the bell stopped ringing,” she added, almost to herself. “It didn’t want to lie for us.”
He left a few coins on the counter and stood. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. Just keep listening.”
Wren’s cottage sat near the edge of town, half-wrapped in ivy and tucked beneath a willow tree that looked like it had stories to tell. Tarren knocked gently on the door, and Wren opened it with a charcoal pencil still tucked behind one ear.
“You hungry?” she asked.
“I just had tea and a lecture from Ruth,” he said. “But I wouldn’t say no to a second opinion.”
She stepped aside to let him in. Her space was small, warm, and full of color—paintings covered the walls, most of them unfinished or doubled up, leaned over one another like eager friends. There was music playing from an old record player, something slow and without words.
Tarren settled at the table as she sliced bread and handed him a plate.
“I’ve been thinking about the bell,” she said, sitting across from him. “About why it stopped.”
He took a bite. “Ruth says it didn’t want to lie for the town.”
Wren nodded. “I’ve been sketching it since the vigil. Trying to remember the shape of the sound it made that night.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “You’re drawing sound?”
“Trying to. There’s something about the way it echoed—I think it left something behind.”
Tarren leaned forward. “Want to go find out?”
She looked up at him, then grabbed her sweater. “Thought you’d never ask.”
───────────────
The bell tower stood just as they’d left it. The candles were gone now, the stones beneath them clean. The circle had vanished—but the air still held weight, like memory pressing down gently from above.
Wren walked ahead of him up the path. Her fingers were ink-stained again, but she moved with purpose.
When they reached the base of the tower, they both stopped.
There was something there.
A small wooden box sat beneath the bell rope. It hadn’t been there yesterday. It was square, simple, polished smooth. No hinges, no lock. Just a faint carving on the lid—an outline of a bell with a crack down the center.
Tarren knelt beside it.
Wren stayed still.
“You think someone left it?”
“Or the bell did,” she said softly.
He lifted the lid.
Inside was a single strip of weathered ribbon—pale gray, the edges singed as though rescued from fire. And wrapped around it, a note.
Tarren unfolded it carefully.
“We speak now in echoes. But still, we speak.”
Wren sat down beside him. She didn’t say anything at first.
Then: “It’s ready.”
“For what?”
“For someone to ring it.”
They both looked up.
The bell didn’t move.
But the light around it shifted. Just a little. Like the tower was breathing.
They returned just before sunset.
Tarren didn’t summon anyone. He didn’t send word or post signs. He simply walked through town with the green lantern swinging from his hand, and the people who were meant to follow did.
Ada came, scarf wrapped tightly around her neck, holding a candle stub wrapped in cloth. Ruth followed a few steps behind, carrying nothing but her silence. Nora brought two students. Wren arrived with a satchel across her back and eyes already lifted toward the tower’s peak.
They gathered at the base of the bell like pilgrims—quiet, expectant, but unafraid.
Tarren stood in the center.
“I don’t know what this is,” he said gently. “But I think the bell is trying to answer us.”
He reached into his coat and pulled out the ribbon from the box—the one burned at the edges, still smelling faintly of smoke and cedar.
He tied it to the bell rope.
No one spoke.
Then Wren stepped forward and added something of her own—a painting no larger than a hand, tied to the rope with string. It showed a row of people standing in the rain, holding candles. No faces. Just silhouettes. But they stood strong.
One of Nora’s students, the older one, pulled a pin from her coat and fastened it beside the others—a small silver locket, shaped like a teardrop.
And Ada stepped up last. She pressed her hand to the rope for a long, still moment, then stepped back without a word.
Tarren met her gaze.
She nodded once.
So he took hold of the rope.
Not like someone pulling a bell.
Like someone making a request.
He drew the rope down—slowly, gently—and let it rise.
Nothing.
He tried again.
Still silence.
But on the third pull…
The bell rang.
Not loud. Not grand.
It was soft.
A single, shimmering tone that echoed once across the stone and into the trees.
Then again.
Clearer this time.
The group froze, eyes lifted.
One more chime followed—strong, rounded, sure.
Then silence.
Tarren let go of the rope. The ribbon danced slightly in the wind.
And no one moved.
Until Ruth, of all people, exhaled and whispered, “Well. That’s that.”
Ada laughed softly.
Wren smiled.
And Nora placed a hand over her heart.
The bell did not ring again that evening.
It didn’t need to.
It had spoken.
The bell’s soft tone lingered in the minds of the townsfolk for days.
No one said it out loud, but something had changed—something under the skin of the place. Doors stayed open longer. People lingered outside with tea instead of retreating behind drawn curtains.
And Tarren… Tarren kept walking.
The trail of the fire was faint now, old smoke folded into the fabric of the town like a secret hem. But secrets had a way of loosening when you asked the right questions.
He returned to the library.
It sat on the edge of the village green—tall, square, and always dim inside, no matter the hour. A few children sat by the front reading table, flipping through picture books. The librarian at the desk gave Tarren a polite smile but didn’t rise.
He wasn’t here for her.
He was here for Ben.
Ben had been the town’s history teacher before the fire. Afterward, he stopped teaching, stopped speaking, stopped doing much of anything. People said he still came to the library now and then, reading silently in the old records room.
Tarren made his way there.
The room smelled like dust and beeswax polish. Shelves lined every wall. A single desk sat near the center, half-lit by the amber glow of a hanging lamp.
Ben sat there.
He looked older than his years—stooped, careful, like someone who had been carrying something too long.
He didn’t look up.
Tarren didn’t force a greeting. He just sat across from him and waited.
Minutes passed.
The silence wasn’t awkward. It was… respectful.
Eventually, Ben’s eyes lifted.
Tarren set the ribbon from the bell’s box on the table between them.
“It belonged to someone who was up in the tower that night, didn’t it?”
Ben’s lips didn’t move.
But his hands did.
They reached for the ribbon, then stilled just before touching it.
“It wasn’t yours,” Tarren said. “But you saw it.”
Ben nodded.
“You’ve carried that night with you for a long time.”
Another nod.
“Do you want to let it go?”
Ben closed his eyes.
When he opened them, they were wet.
And then—soft, like the bell itself—he whispered, “It wasn’t arson.”
Tarren waited.
“It was carelessness. A dropped lantern. They tried to fix it. To stop it. But it was too fast. Too big.”
“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”
Ben looked away. “Because one of them didn’t make it out.”
Tarren felt the cold in that truth.
Ben’s voice cracked. “It was my niece. She was only fourteen.”
Tarren’s breath caught.
“She rang the bell as a warning,” Ben said. “That’s why it sounded once. That was her.”
“Lily,” Tarren whispered.
Ben nodded.
“I thought… I thought if I stayed quiet, it would keep her safe. In memory, at least. Not burned. Not blamed.”
Tarren reached across the table and placed his hand over the ribbon.
“She saved them.”
Ben blinked.
“She rang the bell.”
Ben’s shoulders shook.
“She deserves to be remembered for that,” Tarren said.
He left the ribbon on the desk.
And rose.
Wren answered her door with a mug in one hand and paint on the tip of her nose.
“You look like someone who needs to tell the truth,” she said, without needing to ask.
Tarren stepped inside.
Ada was already seated at the table, unspooling a length of black ribbon. “You found something, didn’t you?”
He told them everything—Ben’s voice, the niece, the lantern, the single ring of the bell. He told it quietly, letting the words fall into the room like pebbles in a still lake.
When he finished, neither woman spoke right away.
Then Wren said, “She saved them.”
“Yes.”
“And she’s been buried under the wrong story ever since.”
“Yes.”
Ada wrapped the ribbon tighter around her hand, then let it go.
“Well,” she said, “we can’t change the past.”
“No,” Tarren agreed.
“But we can give it a better ending.”
───────────────
They walked to the tower again.
This time, Wren carried her easel.
Ada brought fresh candles and a spool of copper wire.
And Tarren—Tarren brought a question.
“What would it look like,” he asked, “to let the whole town carry this truth?”
Ada didn’t flinch. “Together?”
“Yes.”
Wren answered first. “We paint it.”
“On canvas?”
“No,” she said, her voice sure now. “On the tower.”
Ada looked startled.
Wren continued, “We cover it in memory. In story. Not just mine. Everyone’s.”
Tarren turned to Ada. “And you?”
She smiled. “I make room for voices.”
───────────────
That afternoon, Ada visited the schoolhouse.
She asked Nora if the children could come to the tower tomorrow with their families.
Not for mourning.
For making.
Nora said yes before she even asked why.
Ruth offered loaves and jam for the crowd. She wouldn’t paint, she said, but she’d keep them fed while they worked.
Wren and two of her students chalked outlines across the base of the tower—open spaces to be filled by others. Stars. Hands. Bells. Birds.
And Tarren?
Tarren brought the green lantern to the highest ledge, hung it just beneath the bell.
It pulsed gently there, not as a warning, but as an invitation.
───────────────
That night, Tarren lit a small fire behind his trailer and sat beside it with his book of shadows open across his knees.
He didn’t write a spell.
He wrote a blessing.
For what was lost.
 For what remained.
 For what was ready to rise again.
And in the space beneath his final line, he drew a bell.
Not cracked.
But whole.
The bell tower became a studio.
Not of silence.
 Not of sorrow.
 But of color.
The next morning, the town gathered like they were answering a quiet call.
They came with brushes, jars of paint, baskets of food, and stories in their eyes.
Children dashed across the grass, eager to help. Nora knelt beside them and guided their hands through chalk dust. Wren stood on a ladder with a charcoal stick tucked behind her ear, sketching the outline of a tree whose branches arched across the tower wall.
At the base of the tower, Ada arranged candles in a slow, curving spiral. Each flame was a space to speak—a person could kneel, light a candle, and tell one truth to the silence. No names. Just memory.
Tarren didn’t lead.
He didn’t have to.
He moved through the crowd like wind through tall grass—soft, steady, unseen by some but felt by all.
He helped hold ladders. Carried water. Caught a falling brush midair.
And at the end of the day, he hung a new bell charm on the edge of the tower—a small copper circle engraved with a wave.
For Lily.
For Ben.
For the girl who rang the bell once, and whose echo was finally coming home.

The mural took shape.
It wasn’t perfect.
That was the point.
One wall bloomed with painted hands, each different in size and color. Another wall held stories—words scratched into the paint itself: She was kind. He was brave. We remember. We forgive.
Wren painted a ribbon that stretched from one side of the tower to the other, like a thread sewing everything together. On it danced the silhouettes of people holding candles—echoes of the vigil that started everything.
And on the third day, Ben came.
He didn’t say a word.
He just knelt beside Ada’s candles, lit one, and whispered something only the flame could hear.
Then he stood.
Took a brush.
And added a small bell to the mural.
It hung, in his painting, from the outstretched arm of a child.
───────────────
No one clapped when the mural was finished.
No one needed to.
The silence that followed was not the same one that haunted them before.
This one was soft. Whole. Free.
Tarren sat beneath the bell that evening, green lantern glowing faintly at his side.
“You did it,” Wren said, dropping beside him.
“No,” he said. “You all did.”
She leaned back, eyes on the sky. “So what now?”
Tarren smiled. “Now the bell rings when it’s ready. And the rest of us keep listening.”
It began with bread.
Ruth was the first to rise that morning, flour dusting her sleeves before the sun had even cleared the hills. She opened her shutters wide and started baking with the windows cracked, letting the scent roll down Main Street like a blessing.
By midmorning, the town smelled like cardamom and honey.
Children chased each other around the green, clutching streamers and pinwheels made from scrap paper and sticks. Someone had hung painted flags across the bell tower—tiny triangles dancing in the breeze.
It wasn’t a holiday on the calendar.
But it was theirs.
Tarren stood at the edge of it all, mug in hand, cloak draped over one shoulder. He had woken early and walked the tower alone one last time, hand brushing the mural as he passed. It felt different now. Not sacred exactly—but familiar, like a friend who no longer needed watching.
Wren joined him near the fountain, cheeks flushed, hair in a braided crown that someone else had clearly done for her.
“We named it,” she said.
Tarren raised an eyebrow.
“The festival. Ada and I decided. It’s called ‘The Ringing Day.’”
He smiled. “And what exactly are we ringing?”
Wren looked at him like it was obvious. “Hope.”
Just then, the bell gave a single, joyful chime.
Not a toll. Not a call.
Just a sound.
Clear and whole.
───────────────
Tarren spent the afternoon helping where needed.
He carved small runes into driftwood that Wren’s students found near the river, letting them choose which words they wanted carved—brave, bright, remember, fly. The children tied them into garlands and hung them on the mural like gifts.
He stopped by Ruth’s table, where she handed him a twist of sugared dough without speaking. They didn’t need to say goodbye. Some people are stitched into you after just a few days.
By late afternoon, Ada stood at the tower’s base again, this time with her arms open wide.
The villagers formed a circle around her—no music, no ceremony. Just warmth.
She spoke only two words.
“Thank you.”
Then stepped aside.
And let the bell ring.
This time, Tarren didn’t touch the rope.
The wind did it for him.
Ben’s door was already open when Tarren arrived.
The sun had dipped low, casting long shadows across the green. Most of the town was still out laughing, dancing, or sitting shoulder to shoulder with plates of soft bread and fruit.
But Ben had retreated to his small back porch, a folded quilt across his lap, and a cup of something warm held in both hands.
“You came,” he said, voice thin but steady.
“I told you I would,” Tarren replied, settling into the chair beside him.
They sat for a while like that—watching the light change.
Finally, Ben said, “I used to think silence was respect.”
Tarren didn’t interrupt.
“I thought if I kept quiet… I could protect Lily’s memory from becoming something sad. I didn’t want them to think of her as the girl who died. I wanted them to remember her laugh. The way she danced with her eyes closed.”
“They will,” Tarren said.
Ben nodded. “Now they will.”
They watched as the green lantern atop the bell tower flickered once.
Then pulsed to life.
“I thought it would be louder,” Ben said suddenly.
“The bell?”
Ben nodded.
“It doesn’t need to be,” Tarren replied. “The loudest truths don’t always need shouting. Sometimes it’s the quiet ones that stay with you.”
Ben smiled. It was the smallest one he’d given in years. “You sound like a teacher.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “I thought I was a witch.”
Ben chuckled softly, then reached into the pocket of his cardigan.
He handed Tarren a small slip of folded paper.
Inside was a sketch—charcoal on soft parchment. A girl at the base of a tower, arm outstretched, a bell overhead. But the bell wasn’t ringing. It was glowing.
Tarren looked up.
“Would you leave it in the tower?” Ben asked. “Tuck it somewhere. Doesn’t need to be seen. I just… want her to stay.”
Tarren folded it carefully, then slipped it into his satchel.
“She already has.”
───────────────
Later that night, Tarren returned to the tower.
The candles were low. The garlands swayed gently in the breeze.
He climbed the inner stairs slowly, every footstep echoing with quiet memory.
At the top, he reached into the space behind the old mechanism—just beneath the mounting bolts where the bell met the stone.
There, he tucked Ben’s drawing.
Not hidden.
But safe.
Then he stepped back and let the bell ring one more time.
Just once.
Tarren packed quietly the next morning.
The fields beyond the town stretched long and green beneath a pale sky. Mist clung to the edges of the hills, but not like before. It wasn’t hiding anything now. Just lingering.
He made tea.
Tied down the last herb jars in the trailer.
Checked the hitch on the truck.
And then, as the green lantern faded with the morning sun, he heard soft footsteps behind him.
Ada stood there with a small wooden box in her hands.
“For the road,” she said.
Inside were slices of oat bread, tied with twine. A wax-sealed jar of plum jam. And a hand-painted stone with a bell on one side and a flame on the other.
“Thank you,” Tarren said, meaning more than just the food.
“We keep listening,” Ada said.
He nodded. “You will.”
Wren appeared next, face flushed, eyes bright from a night with too little sleep and too much laughter.
She handed him a folded cloth—indigo cotton, stitched with silver thread in looping waves. “For the altar. Or a pillow. Whatever it wants to be.”
Tarren ran his fingers over it.
“It’s beautiful.”
“So are you,” she said, then hugged him fiercely.
Nora, Ruth, and a handful of others came too—no speeches, just brief touches, nods, a fresh jar of honey here, a carved spoon there.
Even the children were quiet.
One of them handed him a bell made of pinecone and string.
“It works if you believe it does,” the girl whispered.
Tarren smiled. “That’s the only kind that matters.”
───────────────
He climbed into the truck.
Rolled the window down.
And let the breeze carry the last few goodbyes.
The trailer creaked gently as it followed the turn through the village’s edge.
And just as he passed the final bend, where the trees curved like listening shoulders—
The bell rang.
Three times.
Clear.
Whole.
Bright as sunlight on river water.
───────────────
Later, someone asked Ada how long he had stayed.
“Only a week,” she said.
“But it felt like the bell had always been waiting for him.”
Wren just smiled. “It was never really about the bell.”
───────────────
And after that day, when the wind passed through the trees or a silence felt softer than it should have—
They said the bell was listening.
Because they were.
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Tarren liked to park his trailer near growing things.
He’d found the little town by accident—or maybe the wind had pointed him there. It was barely a cluster of homes, just wide enough to need a stop sign and polite enough to wave even if you were a stranger. He’d pulled in behind the community garden, where sunflowers leaned like sentries over the back fence and the smell of basil clung to the breeze.
It was early morning. The green glass lantern hanging from his signpost still glowed faintly. A few bees buzzed lazily around his herb pots. Tarren stirred sugar into a chipped ceramic mug and waited, as he always did, for someone to knock.
This time, no one knocked.
Instead, a man stood at the edge of the gravel lot, hands deep in his coat pockets, shoulders drawn up as if trying to shrink inside them.
He was tall. Not old. Not young. Grease stained his sleeves, and worry etched his face like it had lived there a while.
Tarren lifted his mug slightly, an invitation.
The man hesitated—then came forward.
“Name’s Caleb,” he said.
“Tarren.”
“You the one who… helps people?”
Tarren set his mug down. “That’s the idea.”
Caleb looked away. “I’m not sure this is the kind of help you give.”
“Try me.”
───────────────
They sat outside, side by side on two crates beneath the trailer’s awning. Tarren passed Caleb a cup of chamomile tea, which he didn’t drink, just held.
“It’s my boy,” he said after a long pause. “Oliver. He’s six. Since… my wife passed last winter, he’s stopped eating.”
Tarren’s expression didn’t change.
“He’s not sick,” Caleb added quickly. “I had him checked. Doctor says there’s nothing wrong. He just… won’t eat. Not properly. Not with me.”
“Does he eat at school?”
“No. Just stares at the lunchbox. Comes home with it full.”
“And you?”
“I try.” Caleb’s fingers tightened around the mug. “But I’m no good at meals. Alice—my wife—she made everything feel… I don’t know. Like a little celebration. She had this spoon she used to carve—said it was magic. Always made Oliver pick one before dinner.”
Tarren nodded.
“I’m not asking you to fix him,” Caleb added, voice low. “I just—don’t know what else to do.”
Tarren looked toward the garden, where marigolds and beans swayed gently in the wind.
“May I meet him?”
Caleb swallowed. “Yeah. I think he’d like that.”
The house sat on the edge of town, where the roads turned to gravel and the fences grew soft with ivy. It was a modest place—two bedrooms, faded blue trim, and wind chimes that hadn’t sung in months.
Tarren followed Caleb up the steps.
“I haven’t changed much,” Caleb said as he unlocked the door. “Felt like… if I moved things, it’d be like she was really gone.”
Inside, it was tidy but still.
Not unloved. Just paused.
A vase of dried flowers sat near the kitchen sink. There was a stack of recipe cards, hand-labeled in looping cursive, near the stove. On the table, there were three chairs—but only two looked like they were ever used.
And in the corner, half-tucked behind a cabinet leg, was a small carved spoon.
It looked like it had been handled often. The bowl of it was worn smooth, and a star had been etched into the handle.
“Oliver’s in his room,” Caleb said. “I told him you were a friend.”
Tarren nodded and looked around again, taking in the small altars of memory: a crayon drawing on the fridge, an apron still hanging behind the pantry door, a faint trace of cinnamon in the air.
“You cook with him?” Tarren asked.
“I try,” Caleb said. “But he just sits at the table. Won’t say anything. Won’t touch a bite.”
“And the spoon?”
Caleb followed his gaze. “She carved a bunch of ‘em. Said they had to choose the right one each night. Made him feel like he was part of the magic.”
Tarren knelt, picked the spoon up carefully, and held it in his palm.
“Do you mind if I try something?” he asked.
Caleb blinked. “No. Go ahead.”
Tarren pulled a small cloth pouch from his satchel and unwrapped a few dried herbs—lavender, rosemary, and something Caleb didn’t recognize. He placed them in a bowl and murmured softly as he poured hot water from a copper kettle he’d brought with him.
The scent was gentle. Earthy and warm.
“Invite him out,” Tarren said.
Caleb hesitated, then disappeared down the hallway.
A few moments later, the boy emerged.
He was smaller than Tarren expected. Slender, with dark curls and big eyes that seemed too heavy for his face. He clutched a worn stuffed fox by the tail.
Oliver didn’t speak.
But he saw the bowl on the table.
He saw the spoon in Tarren’s hand.
And he sat down quietly.
Dinner was quiet.
Caleb had made spaghetti. Not fancy—just noodles, jarred sauce, and a sprinkle of cheese. He tried to act casual as he set the plates down, but his hands trembled slightly. He poured water into two cups. The third sat empty.
Oliver climbed into his usual seat, across from the chair no one used.
Tarren took the third place, nodding at Caleb’s unspoken permission.
The boy stared at the plate like it wasn’t food at all—like it was something left behind on accident.
No words.
Just the sound of forks being set down unused.
Tarren didn’t reach for his own food right away. Instead, he opened a small tin from his coat pocket, took out a pinch of sea salt, and flicked it across his plate.
Caleb paused.
Oliver blinked.
“What’s that for?” Caleb asked.
“For flavor,” Tarren said simply. “And for presence.”
He reached again—this time into a pouch tied at his hip. From it, he pulled a slip of pale blue cloth and laid it beside Oliver’s plate.
On it sat a spoon.
Carved. Familiar. But not the same one from the corner earlier.
This one had a swirl etched into the bowl. The spiral of something winding inward—and outward again.
Oliver stared.
Then very, very slowly—he reached out and touched it.
Just once.
Then tucked his hand back into his lap.
───────────────
They didn’t talk much through the meal.
Oliver didn’t eat. But he watched.
He watched Tarren sprinkle a tiny twist of dried basil onto his noodles.
Watched the way Caleb wiped his hands on his jeans even when they weren’t dirty.
Watched the blue cloth.
Tarren only ate a few bites before pushing his plate gently aside and pouring three small cups of warm cider from a thermos in his satchel. He placed one in front of Oliver.
The boy didn’t drink it—but he didn’t push it away either.
The light above the table flickered once, then steadied.
And for the first time in many meals, Caleb leaned back in his chair without sighing.
The dishes were done.
Oliver had gone to bed without a word, Tumble the fox tucked under one arm. Caleb had checked on him twice already—standing in the doorway, not going in.
Now he stood on the back porch with Tarren, both of them wrapped in the hush of night.
“I feel like I’m failing,” Caleb said quietly.
“You’re not,” Tarren replied.
Caleb stared out at the little garden patch by the fence. “He just sits there. Doesn’t talk. Doesn’t eat. I make the same food Alice used to, but… it’s like I’m invisible.”
Tarren leaned against the rail.
“You’re trying to repeat the meals,” he said. “But the magic wasn’t in the food. It was in what surrounded it.”
Caleb rubbed the back of his neck. “The spoon?”
Tarren nodded. “And the song. The cloth on the table. The candle. The way she made every dinner feel like an event, not just something to survive.”
“She used to sing the same silly little chant before we ate,” Caleb said with a soft laugh. “Even if it was just grilled cheese. Oliver would light the candle. Then she’d let him pick the spoon of the day.”
“And now?” Tarren asked.
“I’m lucky to get him to sit at the table. He stares at the food like it’s a test.”
Tarren didn’t answer right away. He reached into his coat and pulled out a sprig of rosemary. He twirled it between his fingers, then tucked it behind his ear like a feather.
“He’s not resisting food,” Tarren said at last. “He’s grieving what food used to mean. He’s waiting for someone to tell him it’s okay to believe in magic again.”
Caleb’s eyes burned, but he didn’t blink.
“So what do I do?”
“We set the table,” Tarren said softly. “Not for eating. For remembering. For inviting the ritual back in—not the same, but something new that still honors what came before.”
“And you’ll help?”
Tarren gave a small smile. “That’s why I’m here.”
The next evening, the house smelled different.
Not because of the food—though Caleb had made Alice’s herb chicken, slow-cooked with garlic and rosemary.
No, the scent came from something else. A thread of cinnamon and clove that drifted from Tarren’s satchel, filling the kitchen not with hunger but with warmth.
He moved quietly, unfolding a square of deep violet fabric and placing it at the center of the table. Then a simple beeswax candle, short and stubby, but steady in its glow.
Caleb watched uncertainly.
“Should I… sing something?” he asked.
Tarren shook his head. “Not yet. Let’s just set the space.”
He handed Caleb a sprig of thyme and a small bowl of salt.
“Pinch and place,” Tarren said. “One for flavor. One for memory.”
Caleb followed, sprinkling the salt gently over the roasted vegetables, then tucking the thyme around the edges of the plate.
Tarren pulled a carved spoon from his coat.
It was different again. This one had a sunburst burned into the wood with a gentle curl of smoke still in its grain.
They placed it beside Oliver’s plate.
No pressure. Just presence.
───────────────
When Oliver entered the kitchen, he stopped.
The violet cloth. The candle. The scent. The spoon.
He didn’t speak. But something in his small shoulders shifted.
Tarren stepped aside and nodded to the boy.
Oliver padded forward and looked at the spoon. He didn’t pick it up—but he didn’t turn away.
“Would you like to light the candle?” Tarren asked softly.
The boy looked at his father, unsure.
Caleb bent down and held out the lighter. “You used to be the best at it.”
Oliver’s hand trembled slightly as he took it.
He leaned in.
Click.
The wick caught.
The flame flickered to life—and for a moment, it felt like the house exhaled.
Tarren waited a beat, then murmured, “Thank you.”
Oliver sat down.
They all did.
No one rushed. No one explained.
They just sat, letting the quiet be warm instead of heavy.
Tarren raised his cider and tapped his spoon gently to the side of his bowl.
No chant. No command.
Just a rhythm.
Clink. Pause. Clink.
Caleb joined in.
Then, like the faintest echo, Oliver picked up the carved spoon… and tapped too.
The candle danced gently as they began to eat.
Tarren took slow, measured bites. Caleb followed suit, his fork trembling faintly as he pierced a piece of carrot.
Oliver didn’t move at first.
But he stayed.
His eyes kept drifting to the spoon in his hand—the sunburst carving catching light from the flame.
One breath.
Two.
Then he reached forward with the spoon, slowly and carefully, and scooped up a small bite of potato.
He didn’t look at his father.
He didn’t make a sound.
He just ate it.
Caleb froze.
His eyes widened, mouth parting like he might say something—but Tarren gave the faintest shake of his head.
Let it be.
Oliver took another bite.
Then one more.
Tarren stirred his cider and gently tapped the spoon again.
Clink.
This time, Oliver smiled.
Just a little.
But enough.
───────────────
After dinner, Caleb walked Tarren out to the porch again, the candle still glowing behind them in the kitchen window.
“I thought I’d never see that again,” he whispered. “I didn’t want to make it weird. I didn’t even thank him.”
“You didn’t need to,” Tarren said.
Caleb rubbed his face with both hands. “I’ve been so afraid of doing it wrong. Of not being her.”
“You’re not her,” Tarren said gently. “You’re you. And that’s what he needs.”
“But the ritual—he remembered it. He wanted it.”
“He didn’t just want it,” Tarren said. “He missed the way it made things feel. Safe. Special. Predictable, even when the world changed.”
Caleb looked out at the stars.
“I don’t want to forget her. But I can’t bring her back.”
“No,” Tarren agreed. “But you can carry the light she lit—and shape it into something new.”
The third evening, Tarren arrived just before sunset.
Caleb had already set the table: the violet cloth smoothed out, the beeswax candle in its holder, and three mismatched wooden spoons lined up beside Oliver’s plate.
Oliver stood on a chair in the kitchen, stirring a pot of something that smelled like honey and cinnamon.
“He wanted to help,” Caleb whispered with a smile. “Said he was in charge of ‘flavor magic.’”
Tarren grinned. “Promotion well earned.”
Oliver peeked around the doorway and waved at him—just once—then ducked away, cheeks pink.
───────────────
Dinner was a rice pudding Alice used to make, now with a few of Oliver’s additions: crushed almonds and too much nutmeg. The candle flickered as they sat, and Caleb cleared his throat.
“I don’t remember the chant,” he admitted. “But I thought maybe… we could make a new one?”
Tarren glanced at Oliver. “Would you like that?”
Oliver nodded.
So they took turns, going around the table, each saying one line—nonsense or sweet or strange. A little ritual, built like blocks:
“By the candle’s glowing light…”
“With the spoon I choose tonight…”
“Let this food be kind and warm…”
“And fill my belly like a storm!”
They all giggled at that one—especially Oliver.
And just like that, the chant was theirs.
───────────────
Oliver picked the spoon with a moon carved into the handle. He gave it a little kiss before dipping it into the pudding.
He took a big bite.
Then another.
“Good?” Caleb asked.
Oliver nodded solemnly. “Very magical.”
Caleb laughed—a real laugh, not the tired, brittle kind. It rolled out of him like a held breath finally released.
He reached across the table and gently ruffled his son’s hair.
“Glad you’re back, bud.”
Oliver shrugged. “I didn’t go anywhere. I was just waiting.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “Waiting for what?”
“For someone to remember how we used to eat.”
Tarren smiled. “Seems like you helped us remember.”
The stars were out.
Tarren sat on the little fold-out bench beside his trailer, hands busy tying bundles of herbs with kitchen twine. His lantern glowed green on its hook, but not as brightly now. Sometimes, when the magic had done its work, it dimmed on its own.
The wind picked up, brushing dry leaves along the gravel path.
Tarren looked up to find Caleb approaching, jacket half-zipped, two steaming mugs in hand.
“Chamomile?” he offered.
Tarren accepted one with a smile. “You’re learning.”
“Figured it was the least I could do.”
They sat together in easy quiet, watching the town settle.
“She asked me once,” Caleb said after a moment. “Alice, I mean. She asked what I’d do if she wasn’t here.”
Tarren said nothing, letting the words arrive in their own time.
“I told her I didn’t want to think about it. That it was too far away. But she said… you never really know how to be a father until you have to do it without a map.”
He took a slow sip of tea.
“I guess I’ve been trying to redraw her lines instead of learning to make my own.”
Tarren turned his cup in his hands.
“She drew beautiful lines,” he said gently. “But you have a steady hand too.”
Caleb nodded. “Thanks to you.”
“Thanks to Oliver,” Tarren corrected. “He led us back.”
───────────────
A soft clink came from Caleb’s pocket. He reached in and pulled out a small wooden spoon—the one with the sunburst carving Tarren had brought the first night.
“I cleaned it up,” Caleb said. “Figured we could make our own set.”
Tarren raised an eyebrow. “We?”
“I mean…” Caleb chuckled. “If you’re ever back this way.”
Tarren smiled, warm and wide. “I’ll know where to find the flavor magic.”
They clinked their cups together.
And for the first time in a long time, the wind over the house sounded like peace.
The fourth Sunday of the month had become their “ritual day.”
Not always fancy. Not always perfect.
Sometimes it was pancakes with faces made of blueberries. Sometimes it was toast cut into stars. Sometimes it was just boxed mac and cheese—but the candle always burned, and a spoon was always chosen with ceremony.
This Sunday, the table was already set.
Caleb laid out a bright orange cloth—Oliver’s choice—and tucked a tiny cinnamon stick beneath each plate.
They had six carved spoons now, lined up like a row of old friends: one with a leaf, one with a wave, one with a crescent moon, and so on. Oliver spent long minutes choosing each time.
But today, his hand went to the drawer instead.
And when he returned to the table, he held the first spoon.
The one with the sunburst.
The one Tarren had brought on that second night.
Caleb watched him place it down with care.
“You sure?” he asked.
Oliver nodded. “This one feels like today.”
That was all the answer Caleb needed.
───────────────
Dinner was potato soup with garlic and chives.
Simple. Comforting.
But before they began, Oliver held out his hand.
“I made a new chant,” he said.
Caleb grinned. “Let’s hear it.”
Oliver cleared his throat and began, bold and brave:
“With the spoon of sun and light,
 We share this food, we hold it tight.
 Not just for hunger, but for heart—
 We eat to stay, not fall apart.”
Caleb blinked, then reached across the table.
“I think that’s the best chant we’ve ever had.”
Oliver giggled. “I wrote it on the bus. Tommy tried to steal it, but I told him he had to make his own.”
“Good boundaries,” Caleb said, raising his cider.
Oliver raised his, too.
“To flavor magic?”
“To flavor magic.”
Later that night, after dishes were stacked and the candle had burned low, Caleb opened the little box he’d hidden in the pantry.
Inside, nestled in a folded cloth the color of river stone, was a wooden spoon.
It wasn’t fancy.
The lines were a little crooked.
The handle curved too much at the end.
But Caleb had carved it himself, in the hours after Oliver went to bed and before sleep took him.
He had chosen soft cedar, the kind that smelled like sun-warmed earth.
And at the top of the handle, he had burned a single hollow circle.
Empty. Waiting. Open.
───────────────
He found Oliver curled up on the couch, Tumble the fox tucked under one arm, a book under the other.
“Hey,” Caleb said, kneeling beside him. “Got something for you.”
Oliver sat up, eyes bright.
Caleb placed the spoon in his hands.
“What’s this one mean?” Oliver asked, running his fingers over the circle.
“It’s the hollow spoon,” Caleb said. “It doesn’t have a symbol yet. It’s for whatever we need most that day.”
Oliver’s eyes lit up. “So it could be for happiness?”
“Yep.”
“Or remembering?”
“Absolutely.”
“Or… for missing someone?”
Caleb swallowed gently. “Yeah. That too.”
Oliver nodded and pulled the spoon close to his chest.
“This one’s my favorite.”
───────────────
The next morning, they placed the hollow spoon at the center of the table.
No chant.
No candle.
Just eggs and toast, and two chairs pulled close.
Oliver stirred his juice with the spoon and grinned.
And somewhere, down a quiet road not too far from there, a green lantern hanging from a trailer glowed a little brighter.
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The barn was older than anything else on the property—older than the modest farmhouse Eli and Micah were slowly making livable, older than the stone well that slouched near the chicken coop, older even than the fence posts that leaned like tired sentries along the field’s edge.
It was a wide-shouldered, slate-roofed structure built with chestnut beams and time-stained planks, its rafters thick with cobwebs and a sweet, earthy scent of hay long gone. Some boards were warped, some soft with rot. But when Eli first walked inside, he saw more than dust. He saw arches. Light. A place waiting to become something again.
“It has bones,” he had whispered, like the barn could hear him.
Micah, who was already pulling on gloves and checking the ladder’s sturdiness, had grunted in response.
That was four weeks ago.
Now, the barn was half-gutted. One wall had been replaced, the loft cleared out, and the old hay pulley restored to working condition. Still, the air inside remained heavy in a way Eli couldn’t explain. Not heavy like mold or neglect—but like memory.
───────────────
Eli knelt near the base of the north wall, prying up a floor plank that had been warped by a small leak from above. Sunlight filtered in behind him through the open doors, catching little swirls of sawdust in the air.
“Careful with that,” Micah called from above, peering over the loft railing. “Could be a support beam under there.”
“I’m not touching anything structural,” Eli said. “I’m just checking what’s behind—wait.”
He paused.
There was something inside the hollow beneath the plank—wrapped in oilcloth and tucked between two boards. Small. Hand-sized.
“Micah, come down here.”
Micah descended, his boots thumping against each step of the ladder. He crouched beside Eli, eyes narrowed.
“What is it?”
Eli pulled the cloth bundle free. It was brittle at the edges, tied shut with a discolored strip of cotton. Carefully, he undid the knot.
Inside were letters.
Dozens of them.
Folded, yellowed, each marked in the same looping cursive: George Cartwright.
Micah leaned back, visibly unsettled. “Okay… that’s weird.”
Eli, transfixed, opened one.
───────────────
My dearest T,
 The nights have been colder without your hand at the base of my neck, where the warmth lives best. I kept thinking you’d write back. That you’d say it was all some awful misunderstanding. But I’ve heard nothing. If this silence is the cost of what we shared, I’d pay it again and again just to have had that single summer...
The rest was blurred by age and a smear of ink—but the tone was unmistakable.
Eli looked up. “These aren’t just old letters.”
Micah’s jaw tensed. “Yeah, I got that.”
“They’re love letters. From George to someone with a T. Someone he couldn’t be with.”
“Yeah,” Micah repeated, a little sharper. “I got that too.”
The letters sat on the kitchen table that night, spread out like fallen leaves.
Eli couldn’t stop reading them.
Each one a little poem. A confession. A whisper of something tender and careful, written at a time when such words could be dangerous.
Micah didn’t speak much over dinner. He kept glancing at the back door, toward the barn, like he expected someone—or something—to knock.
“I think we should call someone,” Eli said, after the third time their flashlight batteries died unexpectedly and the barn’s overhead bulb buzzed to life without being touched.
Micah blinked. “Call who? Ghostbusters?”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
Eli tapped the table, thoughtful. “Remember Cass from the co-op? She gave me a number once. Said it was for a guy who helps with... unusual things.”
“Like what, goat exorcisms?”
Eli smiled in spite of himself. “No. Like... places that feel heavy. Objects that hold emotion. Old houses. Crossroads. That kind of thing.”
Micah raised an eyebrow. “You mean a psychic?”
“I think he’s more like a witch.”
Micah stared.
“Not like witch witch,” Eli added quickly. “Just... someone who helps things rest.”
───────────────
An hour later, after a short call and a long silence, Eli looked up from his phone.
“He’s coming tomorrow.”
Micah dropped his head to the table.
───────────────
The barn was silent overnight, but the air still felt strange.
The moss was back.
Neither of them had noticed it before, but now that they were looking, it seemed to be growing from the rafters—soft and green and impossibly fresh, considering the barn had been sealed most of the winter.
Micah tried to scrape a bit of it off the next morning. It clung to the wood like velvet.
“It’s not mildew,” he muttered. “It smells like a forest.”
Eli ran a hand along one of the beams. “It’s... beautiful.”
“It’s weird.”
Eli turned toward the path as a shape approached from the far end—quiet, slow-moving, with a green-glass lantern glowing faintly from the hitch of a cream-colored trailer.
A man stepped down from the cab of an old Ford truck. He had red hair, a calm expression, and smelled like herbs and candle smoke.
He wore worn jeans, a canvas jacket, and a string of silver rings that chimed as he extended a hand.
“I’m Tarren.”
Tarren didn’t speak for the first ten minutes.
He simply walked.
Boots crunching softly along the edge of the barn’s threshold, fingers brushing the grain of the wood, breath slow and steady. He touched the moss with quiet reverence, as if it were a friend.
Micah shifted uncomfortably beside Eli.
“So, uh… what do you think?” Eli asked.
Tarren looked up at the rafters, where golden light filtered through an old window and caught on the soft green moss growing in impossible patches.
“I think,” Tarren said gently, “this place remembers love.”
Micah folded his arms. “And the flickering lights? The heavy air?”
“It’s not haunted,” Tarren said. “Not in the way you fear.”
He moved to the center of the barn and crouched down, pressing his hand to the floorboards.
“There’s a story here,” he said. “Still waiting to be told.”
───────────────
Tarren returned to his trailer for supplies. Within twenty minutes, he had set up a low wooden table just inside the barn doors, topped with three beeswax candles, a little dish of salt, and a jar filled with dried flower petals.
He placed a shallow clay bowl in the center.
“This isn’t a cleansing,” he told them. “It’s a welcoming.”
Micah squinted. “A welcoming?”
“For the memory. For the love that was here. If we invite it forward gently, it might speak.”
Eli nodded, already setting out the bundle of letters.
“Can I read them aloud?” Tarren asked. “One per night. Let the space settle with each one.”
Micah hesitated, but Eli said, “Yes.”
───────────────
That night, as the first candle was lit, Tarren unfolded the top letter.
His voice was soft, steady—neither overly dramatic nor cold. He read like someone honoring a prayer.
My dearest T,
 If I could write a sky into being, I’d fill it with your name a thousand times. You looked at me once like I held the stars. I fear I’ll never be seen like that again. The world doesn’t leave room for men like us, not unless we vanish into corners or pretend ourselves into silence. But here, in this letter, you still touch me. I still breathe for you.
Silence followed.
Micah looked away.
Eli blinked back something that wasn’t quite tears.
Tarren folded the letter and placed it on the table.
“We’ll do another tomorrow,” he said. “Let it breathe.”
That night, the wind was soft—barely more than a hush passing through the tall grass.
Tarren stepped out of his trailer with a lantern in one hand and a sprig of dried lavender in the other. He moved slowly, respectfully, as though entering someone else’s home. Because, in a way, he was.
He circled the barn, pausing at each wall, laying the lavender gently along the foundation stones. He whispered something Eli couldn’t hear—words in a language that felt like breath more than speech.
Micah watched from the porch, arms crossed.
“He always this... theatrical?” he asked.
Eli shook his head. “Not sure. But it feels like he knows what he’s doing.”
They both turned as Tarren reached the back corner of the barn. He paused, lantern held high.
A faint shimmer flickered in the glass.
Not a reflection.
Not a shadow.
Just... something.
Tarren didn’t flinch. He nodded once and pressed a hand to the wood.
“Still here,” he said softly. “But peaceful.”
───────────────
Later, inside the trailer, Tarren laid the letters on a woven cloth and began brushing each one with a feather dipped in warm sage water.
“Why do that?” Eli asked.
“To remind them they’re safe,” Tarren said. “Paper remembers. Like rooms do.”
Micah remained by the door, quiet.
Tarren glanced up. “You okay?”
Micah didn’t answer at first. Then he said, “I just don’t understand why it matters. These letters were never meant to be found.”
“Maybe not,” Tarren said. “But they were never meant to be buried, either.”
Eli looked at Micah gently. “It matters because they mattered. And because maybe there’s still something left to hear.”
───────────────
That night, Eli dreamed of footsteps on the barn floor.
Not threatening.
Not loud.
Just two sets of footsteps, moving in a slow circle beneath the rafters—one lighter, one heavier—like a dance no one had dared watch in daylight.
───────────────
The next morning, while Micah repaired a broken hinge on the loft, Eli swept beneath the old feed shelf.
There, nestled behind a warped support beam, was a narrow tin box.
Inside: a photograph. Sepia-toned. Two young men standing too far apart to be affectionate, but not far enough to be strangers.
One of them had eyes like soft rain.
On the back, in faint pencil: G. Cartwright and T. Bell, 1926.
Each evening, just after sunset, Tarren lit the candles again.
He sat cross-legged beside the little altar table, a fresh letter resting on his lap, while Eli leaned in quietly and Micah hovered by the door like a shadow unsure of its shape.
The second letter began like a whisper:
My dearest T,
 They’ve put up a sign now—PRIVATE PROPERTY—though no one comes by except the deer and the wind. I dreamt of you last night, in your work boots and suspenders, swearing at the crooked gutter with one hand and wiping your brow with the other. You were always beautiful when you thought no one was watching. I think I was watching you my whole life, even before we met. Maybe even after we part.
Eli exhaled like he’d been holding his breath for a week.
Micah looked down at his boots.
Tarren finished the letter in silence, folding it gently and placing it beside the first.
No one spoke for a long moment.
Then Tarren looked at Micah. “You feel it too, don’t you?”
Micah flinched. “Feel what?”
“That weight in your chest,” Tarren said. “Like someone’s telling a story you almost remember.”
Micah didn’t answer.
───────────────
Later that night, while Eli made tea in the farmhouse kitchen, Tarren joined Micah outside on the porch.
“You don’t have to talk,” Tarren said, settling beside him. “But I’m here if you ever want to.”
Micah didn’t respond right away. His shoulders were stiff. Jaw tight.
After a while, he said, “I don’t know what I’m doing here.”
“In the barn?” Tarren asked.
“In this relationship. This life. I didn’t… plan it.”
“You don’t have to have planned it,” Tarren said gently. “You just have to choose it. Or not.”
Micah shook his head. “Eli’s so sure. He’s so good at being… seen.”
“And you’re good at building walls,” Tarren said. “Doesn’t mean you don’t want someone to knock on them.”
That caught Micah off guard. He looked away.
“I never said anything,” he whispered. “Not to my family. Not to anyone. Not really.”
“Neither did Thomas,” Tarren said softly. “But someone loved him anyway.”
The next morning, Eli returned to the barn alone.
Sunlight cut through the loft window in pale gold streaks, illuminating the dust like a snowfall frozen midair. The space felt different now—lighter, somehow. Like it was breathing again.
He returned to the place where he had found the photograph, hoping instinct would lead him further. It did.
Another tin box, tucked behind a rafter beam.
Inside: one letter.
Only one.
Unlike the others, this one was sealed.
The handwriting was still George’s—but the ink was darker, sharper, as if written in haste or pain. On the front was just a single word:
Thomas.
Eli stared at it for a long moment.
Then he brought it to Tarren.
───────────────
Tarren unfolded the letter beneath the willow tree that grew near his trailer, hands slow and reverent.
Micah stood a few feet back, arms crossed again—but this time, his expression was less guarded. Just tired. Waiting.
Tarren read the letter aloud.
Thomas,
 This is the last time I’ll write. Not because I want to stop, but because I have to stop wanting. I waited. God knows, I waited. For you to knock on my door. For one more note tucked in the fence post. For some sign you hadn’t forgotten. But silence is an answer too, isn’t it?
 I loved you. I still love you. But I won’t be a ghost you visit only in memory. You said it wasn’t safe. But love doesn’t always get to be safe.
 I hope someday you’ll tell someone about us. Because if you don’t... then no one will ever know how much we mattered.
 Goodbye, my love.
 —G.
Tarren let the silence stretch.
Then he folded the letter slowly, like placing a flower back into the earth.
Micah had turned away.
Eli wiped the corner of his eye.
“He never sent it,” Eli whispered.
Tarren nodded. “Or maybe he couldn’t.”
“Do you think Thomas is still alive?”
“I think,” Tarren said, “we should find out.”
The senior home wasn’t far—fifteen minutes down the winding back roads, nestled between two hills and shaded by old oaks. Greta, who ran the historical society in town and had been known to help Tarren now and then, was the one who confirmed the name.
“Thomas Bell?” she’d said over the phone. “Oh, he’s still alive. Lives at Stillwater Pines. Keeps to himself. Used to be a teacher.”
Tarren didn’t say why he asked.
Some stories didn’t need explaining.
Now, the three of them stood just outside the front entrance, a basket of muffins from Greta in Tarren’s hands and nerves blooming like thorns in Micah’s stomach.
“You don’t have to go in,” Eli whispered.
But Micah shook his head. “I want to.”
They signed in at the desk, were directed down a softly lit hallway, and found the room—#214. The door was open just a crack.
Inside, sunlight streamed across a neat bookshelf, a table covered in puzzles, and a collection of framed black-and-white photographs. A small record player sat humming softly in the corner, playing something slow and instrumental.
A voice, thin but clear, called from inside. “You can come in.”
Tarren stepped in first, then Eli.
Micah lingered behind, one hand on the doorframe.
───────────────
Thomas Bell sat in a soft green chair beside the window.
His skin was papery, lined with the stories of years, but his eyes were still bright. He wore a buttoned sweater and a pair of corduroy trousers, and a notebook rested open in his lap.
He looked at them, one by one, and smiled.
“You found the letters,” he said, without hesitation.
Eli blinked. “How did you—?”
“I knew they were buried,” Thomas said. “Didn’t know if anyone would ever care enough to look.”
He nodded toward the basket. “Are those blueberry? Greta always makes them too sweet.”
Tarren smiled and set them down. “May we sit?”
Thomas waved a hand. “Of course. There’s not much ceremony to my afternoons anymore.”
Micah finally stepped inside and shut the door gently behind him.
───────────────
They talked for an hour.
About the barn.
About George.
About a love that had no place to land, except in ink.
Thomas told them he had written back, many times, but never mailed the letters. They were lost in a fire that burned his family’s house after he left.
“I thought I’d move on,” he said. “But you don’t move on from someone like George. You just learn to live beside the missing.”
Eli sat beside him, listening, eyes soft.
Micah hadn’t spoken.
Not until the very end.
“I’m with someone,” he said quietly. “I’ve never told my family. I’ve never said it out loud, really. But I don’t want to live beside the missing.”
Thomas looked at him. And for a long moment, said nothing.
Then he reached out and placed his hand over Micah’s.
“Then don’t,” he said.
The next day, a pale blue sedan pulled slowly up the gravel drive.

Thomas stepped out with care—his legs less steady than they’d once been, but his expression full of quiet resolve. He wore a dark coat and a hat with a weathered brim, his hands tucked in wool gloves.

Micah offered him an arm, but Thomas shook his head. “Let me walk it.”

Tarren stayed close but silent, letting the old man lead the way.

The barn stood waiting.

Sunlight touched the roof. A gentle breeze stirred the moss now cascading gently from the upper beams. The building felt... still, but open. Like breath held and then slowly exhaled.

Thomas stepped inside.

The moment he crossed the threshold, he paused.

His lips parted—not with words, but with memory. He looked up at the rafters and smiled.

“She used to creak right there,” he said, pointing to a crossbeam. “Every time George climbed the ladder, I thought the whole thing might collapse.”

He laughed softly to himself. “But it never did.”

They helped him sit on a cushioned bench near the altar table.

The letters had been laid out in careful rows. The photograph rested beside them, now in a simple wooden frame.

Thomas stared at it for a long time.

“I remember that day,” he murmured. “He had just kissed me behind the corn shed. First time. We were both shaking like leaves.”

Eli sat beside him. “I’m glad we found them. I’m glad you were able to come.”

Thomas nodded. “I never thought I’d see this place again. Or that anyone would care.”

Tarren struck a match and lit the candle closest to Thomas.

“This is yours,” he said. “For everything you carried in silence.”

They stayed with him for an hour.

At one point, Thomas reached out and touched the moss hanging from the rafters. “George always said this place was soft,” he whispered. “Now it truly is.”

Before they left, Thomas stood on his own, walked to the center of the floor, and placed his hand on the beam.

“I loved you,” he said aloud. “And I never stopped.”

The silence that followed was not heavy.

It was full.
The morning after Thomas’s visit, the air smelled like damp pine and candle smoke.
Micah sat alone in the barn, his back against the central beam, a mug of coffee cooling in his hands. Above him, the rafters stretched like arms. The moss had deepened in color since they first arrived—no longer sickly green, but vibrant.
For the first time, the space didn’t feel haunted.
It felt held.
He heard footsteps and looked up to see Eli approaching, barefoot, a blanket draped over his shoulders.
“I couldn’t sleep,” Eli said.
Micah nodded. “Me either.”
They sat in silence a while.
Then Micah whispered, “I don’t want to hide anymore.”
Eli didn’t speak right away. But when he did, it was soft.
“You don’t have to.”
“I know,” Micah said. “I just… didn’t know how much I needed someone else to say it.”
───────────────
Later that day, they met Tarren by the trailer, where he was carefully tying bundles of fresh rosemary and blue thistle.
“What’s all this?” Eli asked.
“A blessing,” Tarren said. “The past has spoken. Now it’s the future’s turn.”
He handed Micah a length of pale ribbon. “You’ll each tie one to the barn beams. Thread for thread. Love for love.”
Micah hesitated.
Then took the ribbon.
───────────────
That afternoon, the three of them cleaned the barn with slow reverence.
Eli swept, humming as he moved. Tarren lit bay leaves in a small dish and wafted the smoke through every corner. Micah repaired an old window that had been stuck shut for years.
When it finally opened, a breeze swept in, carrying with it a scattering of golden pollen from the meadow outside.
It danced through the rafters like dust caught in sunlight.
“George would’ve loved this,” Micah said quietly.
Eli looked over. “So would Thomas.”
Tarren smiled. “They’re already here.”
That evening, just before dusk, they returned to the barn—now swept clean, windows open, the scent of rosemary still clinging to the air.
Tarren placed three white candles in a triangle on the floor and lit each one with a match struck from a stone. He moved with deliberate ease, as if he’d done this ritual a thousand times, but was still awed by the doing of it.
Micah stood near the center beam, ribbon in hand.
Eli joined him, holding his own—a soft gray strip embroidered with tiny silver stars, gifted from Greta’s old fabric stash.
“You don’t have to say anything,” Tarren said, stepping back into the shadows. “Just tie your ribbon, breathe in, and let go of whatever doesn’t serve the love you’re building.”
Micah looked at Eli.
And Eli smiled.
Without speaking, they turned to the beam.
Micah reached up first, his hands trembling slightly, and tied the ribbon around a notch worn smooth by time.
Eli followed, looping his ribbon just below Micah’s.
The two ribbons overlapped gently—different colors, different threads—but bound to the same pillar.
Micah exhaled.
Then whispered, “I want to marry you here.”
Eli turned.
“What?”
“I want to marry you here,” Micah said again, louder this time. “In this barn. With the ghosts and the moss and everything.”
Eli didn’t hesitate. He took Micah’s hand.
“Then let’s do it.”
───────────────
Tarren smiled and snuffed the candles one by one.
He didn’t say “I told you so.” He just packed up the bundle of herbs and stepped outside, humming under his breath.
As he walked back toward his trailer beneath the stars, he looked once over his shoulder at the barn—now full of new light.
And from somewhere beyond the rafters, he could’ve sworn he heard laughter.
Not present.
Not past.
Just love.
The morning after the ribbons were tied, Tarren rose early.
He brewed his tea slowly, using lemon balm and clover honey, then stepped outside into the cool spring air. The barn stood across the clearing, still and golden in the light. It felt different now—open, welcoming. Ready.
Today, they would begin transforming it.
He wandered into the woods behind the trailer and began to gather. Ivy for blessing. Birch bark for protection. Wild daisies for joy. He tucked each carefully into a woven satchel, humming softly under his breath.
By midmorning, Eli and Micah were in the barn, moving with purpose.
Eli sketched out an arch made of twisted branches. Micah found lengths of sheer white fabric in a trunk in the attic and began dusting them off. They didn’t speak much—they didn’t need to. Everything felt like ceremony now.
Just before noon, a familiar voice called from the road.
“Thought I might find you covered in dirt!”
Greta stood by the fence, holding a basket and a rolled bolt of pale yellow fabric under one arm.
“I brought linen. And lemon cake. The linen’s for the tables. The cake’s for morale.”
Tarren laughed and waved her in.
───────────────
By afternoon, the barn had transformed.
Greta arranged bundles of fresh herbs on the windowsills. Tarren hung sun charms made of copper wire in the doorways. Micah and Eli tested music from an old Bluetooth speaker—soft strings and piano, warm and slow.
Thomas Bell didn’t visit that day, but he called.
Tarren handed Micah the phone, who listened in silence, nodding, then finally smiled.
“He wants to come to the wedding,” Micah said after. “Said he’s never been to one where love like ours wasn’t whispered behind a hand.”
Eli reached over and squeezed his hand.
“Then we’ll make it loud.”
That evening, Tarren sat beneath the oak tree near his trailer, weaving.
He had taken strands of ivy, a thread from Micah’s ribbon, and a sprig of dried lavender gifted by Greta. He wrapped them carefully around a slim wooden charm—just a circle of elderwood, carved with a spiral at the center.
Something borrowed.
Not in the sense of ownership, but of time. Of memory. Of magic that moves from one pair of hands to the next.
When it was done, he tied the charm with a soft green ribbon and set it aside, just as the first stars began to appear.
In the barn, preparations had turned gentle.
The tables were arranged with wildflowers tucked in mismatched jars. The candles Tarren had enchanted earlier now flickered with slow, steady flames—unbothered by drafts or dust. Greta had brought a few townsfolk to help—people who’d once known Thomas and George, or who simply believed love deserved to be celebrated in every form it came in.
There was no rehearsal, not really. Just a quiet gathering of those who cared.
Soft music played. Micah stood near the altar space, adjusting a cloth. Eli passed out warm cider. Laughter floated through the rafters, brushing gently against the old letters still pinned high overhead.
Tarren moved through it all like a thread—unseen by some, but holding the fabric together.
When he reached Micah, he placed the charm into his hand.
“It’s not much,” he said, “but it’s a blessing. From everything that came before… to everything that comes next.”
Micah looked down at it, then back at Tarren.
“It’s perfect.”
───────────────
As the candles burned low and the guests began to wander out beneath the stars, Tarren remained behind, sweeping up petals and refolding linens.
The barn didn’t feel finished.
It felt ready.
For vows.
For joy.
For a kind of beginning that honored every ending before it.
The morning dawned warm and golden.
Birdsong filtered through the trees, and the dew on the grass shimmered like tiny stars. Tarren was up before the others, lighting incense and setting a circle of stones near the altar—four small rocks, each from a different place on the property. North, south, east, west.
He whispered blessings into each one before placing them.
By the time Micah emerged from the trailer, the barn had already begun to hum with life.
Greta and two others were arranging chairs. The music had been queued. A table near the entrance held bundles of lavender and rosemary for guests to carry—a symbol, Tarren had explained, of protection and peace.
Eli arrived last, barefoot, his sleeves rolled up, eyes bright with something close to joy.
He found Micah near the central beam and took his hands.
“You ready?” he asked.
Micah nodded.
“I’ve never been readier for anything.”
───────────────
Just before noon, the guests began to arrive—quietly, gently.
There weren’t many. Maybe a dozen. But each one stepped into the barn like they were entering a sacred grove.
Greta beamed as she handed out sprigs of rosemary. One of the guests, a retired florist named Mae, handed Tarren a small bouquet of chamomile and wild mint—“For steadiness,” she said, and tucked it beside the altar.
Thomas Bell arrived last, escorted by a nurse who stayed just long enough to settle him into a front-row seat.
He wore a pale blue vest and a wide-brimmed hat.
In his hands was something folded—old, worn.
When Micah approached, Thomas smiled and passed it over.
“It’s a letter,” he said. “One George never sent. I kept it. I think it belongs here.”
Micah took it, hands trembling, and placed it on the altar.
Not burned. Not buried.
Seen.
───────────────
Tarren stepped forward as the music quieted.
He did not speak loudly. He didn’t need to.
“Love,” he began, “has lived many lives in this place. Some hidden. Some silent. Today, it stands in the light.”
He gestured to Micah and Eli.
“And so we honor it.”
Micah turned first.
He held Eli’s hands and took a deep breath.
“I used to think love had to be quiet. Had to stay small to stay safe. But you—” his voice shook, “—you taught me that it can be loud and kind and unbreakable. You made me want forever, and I’ve never wanted that before.”
Eli didn’t look away.
He stepped closer.
“I used to think love had to be earned. That I had to earn you. But you showed me I was already enough. You saw me—every crack, every stubborn, nervous part—and still chose me. So I choose you back. Today. Tomorrow. Always.”
There was no applause.
Just silence—the sacred kind.
Above them, the ribbons tied days before swayed gently, moved by a wind that hadn’t passed through the doors. Tarren’s candles stayed lit. The moss above looked like soft green lace draped between time.
Then Thomas stood.
Everyone turned.
He didn’t speak right away. He walked—slowly, carefully—to the altar.
His hand brushed the folded letter he had given Micah earlier.
“I didn’t get this once,” he said softly. “I didn’t get to love out loud. But I get to watch it now, and that means everything.”
He reached into his coat and pulled out a small gold ring—thin, old, worn smooth.
“George wore this for one summer,” he said. “No one ever asked about it. I want you to have it.”
Micah stepped forward.
Thomas pressed it into his palm.
“Let it shine where ours never could.”
───────────────
Tarren stepped into the center of the barn, his voice steady.
“I bless this union not as a priest, but as a witness. Of love lived, and love carried forward. May this space always hold your laughter. May your fights be soft, your hands remain open, and your hearts remember the promise made today.”
He raised his palm, and a breeze swept through the barn—soft, fragrant with rosemary and lavender. The candles didn’t flicker. Instead, they seemed to burn brighter.
Tarren lowered his hand.
“You may seal this with a kiss.”
Micah didn’t wait.
Eli met him halfway.
───────────────
There was clapping then.
And tears.
Greta sniffled loudly and blamed the rosemary.
Thomas sat back down, smiling wider than anyone had ever seen him.
The barn—old and crooked and full of ghosts—held it all without strain. As if this had always been meant to happen here.
And maybe it had.
The afternoon sun slanted through the high barn windows, streaking the floorboards with gold. Outside, the meadow buzzed with bees. Inside, the barn pulsed with life.
The reception was simple—just the way Micah and Eli wanted.
Plates of shared food, mismatched cups filled with sparkling lemonade, and tables strung with ivy and small jars of wildflowers. Laughter came easy, and so did the dancing. Not a choreographed kind, but the type that happened naturally—shoulders swaying, hands reaching, feet sliding barefoot across the warm wood floor.
Micah’s cousin brought out a fiddle.
Someone else clapped rhythm with a spoon on an old pot lid.
Even Tarren danced.
Only once.
But it was enough to make Greta gasp and cry, “Well I’ll be! The witch can move!”
Tarren just winked and spun her once before bowing out with dramatic flair.
───────────────
Thomas stayed longer than expected.
He sat in the shade near the barn door, a warm drink in hand, smiling gently at the two grooms who floated through the gathering like sunlit ghosts. No longer hidden. No longer afraid.
A child from town sat beside him, asking if he knew the people in the pictures hanging along the barn wall. He nodded, pointing to a few.
“That one’s me,” he said, tapping the corner of a black-and-white photo. “And that was George.”
The child tilted their head.
“You look happy.”
Thomas blinked, his throat tight.
“I was.”
───────────────
Later, as dusk deepened and fireflies began to rise from the grass, Tarren stepped away from the celebration.
He moved to the altar space where the candles still burned. The ribbons above shifted gently in the breeze, and beneath them, he placed a final offering:
A small bundle of dried moss, lavender, and birch.
He whispered something soft—a spell, a wish, a prayer.
And then he kissed his fingers and pressed them to the barn’s central beam.
“May this love never fade,” he murmured. “May this joy stay layered. May this space remember.”
───────────────
As the night came on, the celebration wound down.
The last guests left lanterns burning on the fenceposts as they walked home.
Thomas was the final to leave.
He paused in the barn’s doorway, looking up at the rafters where the letters still hung.
The moss above had turned silver in the moonlight.
He didn’t say goodbye.
He just tipped his hat, touched his heart, and walked out into the dark.
───────────────
Micah and Eli stood alone in the barn.
They didn’t speak.
They just held hands and looked around—at the candles, at the flowers, at the beam where their ribbons hung side by side.
Eli turned to Micah.
“I want to live here.”
Micah laughed.
“We already do.”
───────────────
Outside, Tarren packed his things into the trailer. He looked back only once as he drove down the road—the barn just visible in the distance, lit from within by the soft flicker of love remembered and love begun.
Some places weren’t haunted.
They were held.
By story. By memory. By hearts finally free to speak their truth.

