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For the ones who sniff before they sip,


who follow hunches like breadcrumbs,


and who suspect, deep down, they might be magic too.
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Chapter one

HOMECOMING





Irolled down my window to get a better view as my Uber turned onto Serenity Falls’ historic Main Street. The car wove past The Purple Pantry, with its purple-and-white striped awning. A few doors down, the open door of The Cozy Cup beckoned, letting the aroma of fresh coffee spill onto the street. It was a scene from a storybook. Albeit, one penned by an author with an affinity for cobblestones and an aversion to modern architecture. It was also a scene I hadn’t seen in almost a year. Too long. I should have— 

No. The past was the past. No sense dwelling. 

“Pretty different from the city, I reckon?” Roger glanced at me through the rearview mirror. His voice carried the lilt of someone who had spent years driving these streets, narrating the town’s tales to anyone who would listen. 

“Oh, absolutely. Less honking, more … honking?” I replied, as a gaggle of geese strutted past The Enchanted Oven.

Roger’s laughter filled the car. “That’s Serenity Falls for you. Swapping traffic jams for goose parades. These birds think they own the town, and frankly, they might be right.”

I didn’t tell him I grew up here; my family’s reputation often invited more whispers than welcomes. Anyway, surely he saw my last name when he accepted my ride request. 

As we crossed through an opening in the flood wall, a panoramic view of Riverside Park spread before me, bursting with spring greenery. The cherry trees were ripe with buds, and daffodils lined the meandering paths. Whisperwind River twinkled under the afternoon sun. And there was the Whisperwind Bridge, where, legend had it, you could trade a secret for a wish. At least that’s what my grandmother used to say, usually followed by a wink.

I whispered a secret there once. I was still waiting for that wish to be fulfilled. 

The road wove between the flood wall and the park before transitioning into a narrow gravel lane. People seldom frequented this part of town since the construction of the flood wall. There wasn’t much to see back here anymore, other than the house everyone avoided, occupied by the family everyone shunned. 

“This it?” Roger slowed the car as we approached the house at the end of the road. His eyes lingered on the structure. “The Attar residence, isn’t it?”

An old Victorian house loomed. The house’s once-vibrant yellow paint now flaked and curled, peeling away like sunburnt skin. Despite the wear, it stood proud amidst the wild embrace of overgrown gardens and the dense Serenity Forest looming at its back.

“That’s the one.” I side-eyed the turret as I opened the door. It seemed to frown down at me. 

After a moment’s pause, Roger unbuckled his seatbelt and stepped out of the car with a friendly yet reserved demeanor. “Let me get those bags for you.”

I nodded. Good. He wasn’t going to say anything. 

As Roger drove off, I stood before my family’s ancestral home, taking it all in. The front garden had given over even more to nature’s whim than when I had last seen it. Flowers tangled with creeping ivy, creating lush greenery that climbed up the walls of the house.

I’d have to do something about that.

With a deep breath that tasted like childhood, I lugged my suitcase down the stone path. My wheels clicked against the porch steps, a soft counterpoint to the birdsong overhead. I paused before the blue front door and pressed the doorbell. 

After all this time away, it would feel odd to just waltz right in. 

The door swung open, and there stood Emilia, auburn hair in a messy bun, wearing sweats and a t-shirt that read Murder Shows and Comfy Clothes. “Anna! You do exist outside of a Zoom screen!” 

I stepped into the embrace of my little sister. Though at twenty-six, she was not so little anymore. “Confirmed. I’m not just a sophisticated AI after all.”

Emilia pulled back, scanning me with playful scrutiny. “Well, if you were, I’d have to ask for a refund. The sister algorithm seems a bit off.”

I self-consciously brushed a hand through my usually neat hair, which now felt like it had surrendered to a bout of turbulence. And I could only imagine the state of my makeup. Anyway, I had nothing to dress up for now. “Travel chic?” 

Emilia laughed. “You do look like someone who’s just survived a three-hour tribute to the wonders of commercial aviation. But don’t worry, you’re in Serenity Falls now. Here, the dress code strictly enforces comfort over couture.” 

She gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you without all the city polish. I am sorry about your job, though.”

“Thanks.” I offered a strained smile. “Makes the city polish less necessary now.”

That research job had consumed so much of my life. The long hours and missed family moments, all sacrificed at the altar of corporate ambition. I had barely even managed to escape for a few days to attend Mom’s funeral last year, as it happened to overlap with a big client meeting that “only you can handle, Anna.” And my repayment? A terse meeting, cold handshakes, and a severance check meant to erase years of toil and loyalty. 

“Six weeks’ severance for six years of everything I had,” I muttered.

“Did you say something?” Emilia grabbed my suitcase out of my hand. 

“No, nothing.” I allowed Emilia to take the suitcase. “But what was the point of it all? I’d been with that company since graduation. Where’s the appreciation?” I was teetering on the edge of a rant. With a conscious effort, I reined in my emotions. 

Emilia put a hand on my arm. “It’s okay. You’re here now.”

I swallowed my anger and stepped inside. Whoa. The foyer, which had once been a warm hug of family memories, greeted me now with a … different … ambiance. Gone were the familiar rows of family photos. These walls bore a more contemporary look, adorned with abstract art that brought a modern vibe to the space. The floral wallpaper, a hallmark of our mother’s classic taste, had been replaced with gray paint. 

As Emilia set my suitcase by the winding wooden staircase, I wandered into the living room. It, too, had transformed under Emilia’s hand. Shelves of true crime thrillers now stood where Mom’s delicate china used to be displayed. Emilia had moved Gran’s armchair to face the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Serenity Forest. It was like a different house.

“I’ve been making some changes,” Emilia said, a note of understatement in her voice. 

I felt a pang for Mom’s past that once filled these walls, now giving way to Emilia’s present. But it was nice to see my sister find her footing. Really, who could blame her for wanting to make the home her own now?

“It’s different, I know.” 

Say something nice, Anna. “It’s … good.” I offered what I hoped was a supportive smile. “Mom would have liked seeing it loved and lived in.”

Emilia’s eyes brightened. “I hope so. And Gran, she’s okay with it, you know. In her own way.” 

She hesitated, then added, “I haven’t touched Gran’s suite, though. I just …” She trailed off, shaking her head as if brushing away a thought too fragile to voice. “I keep thinking she’ll come back to it, that she’ll need it just as it was.”

I swallowed hard. Hope was a stubborn thing.

Instead of pressing, I simply nodded.

The appearance of a plush gray cat interrupted our conversation. He leaped gracefully from the top of a bookcase that now occupied the space where our mother’s cherished curio cabinet once stood. The cat wound himself around my legs.

“And this little guy showed up on my doorstep a few days ago. When I opened the door, he rushed inside and has refused to leave since. I’ve posted an ad on the neighborhood app, but no one seems to be missing a cat. I’ve decided to call him Watson.”

“You named him after Sherlock’s sidekick.” I crouched down to give the cat a hello and a scratch behind its ears. Then I gazed up at my sister, nodding pointedly at her shirt. “So, you’re still into all that true crime stuff.”

“You could say that.” Emilia gave a sheepish grin, motioning for me to follow her. We left the living room and navigated into the kitchen. The window over the sink bathed the room in natural light, highlighting the massive cork board that dominated the wall where mom’s pots and pans used to hang. This board was cluttered, not with recipes or cooking notes, but with newspaper clippings, photos, and notes about unsolved mysteries and true crime.

“A murder board?” I raised an eyebrow. “Where did the pots and pans go? How do you even have room to cook with all this?”

“Cook? What strange magic is that?” Emilia grabbed a box of chicken crackers and a can of spray cheese and set them on the counter between us. “I DoorDash like a civilized person.”

She opened the box and pulled out two crackers, then sprayed cheese in waves to cover the top of hers. She handed the cheese can to me, then gestured towards the board. “This is for the series I’m watching. I like to try to figure out the killer before the detective does.” 

“Of course.” I carefully sprayed my cheese into a flower shape on my cracker and popped it into my mouth whole, then examined the murder board. This murder hobby couldn’t possibly help my sister’s reclusive tendencies. 

Thirsty, I opened the fridge to get a soda. There was a distinct lack of groceries within. Finally, a problem I could solve. Grabbing a soda from the vegetable drawer, I said, “I’m not really into solving murder mysteries, but maybe I’ll do some cooking while I’m here. It could be a nice change of pace. Help get my mind off things.”

“I’m so glad you’re here, Anna. This house has been too quiet without you.”

I froze, can halfway to my lips. She could have come to visit me. In the ten years since I’d left for college, not once had Emilia made the trip. After Danny, she’d pulled the curtains tight on the world. Mom and Gran had tried to coax her back, even lined up a therapist. But Emilia dug in, even landing a remote job as an import logistics coordinator. Aside from not going out, she appeared perfectly fine. Content, even. Like she’d taken up residence in the eye of a storm no one else could see.

But I caught myself. A weight settled in my chest. “I should have come back sooner. After the funeral, and everything … I just got caught up in my own world.” 

With me living so far away, Emilia had been left to shoulder the responsibility of Gran’s deterioration after Mom’s death. And the fact that my sister did it with no attempt to make me feel guilty about it only intensified my guilt. 

Emilia reached across the kitchen table, her fingers squeezing my hand. “You’re here now, and that’s what matters. Let’s make the most of it, right?” Her voice was encouraging, yet I could sense the underlying strength that Emilia had cultivated over the difficult months.

“Right.” I nodded, making a silent promise to myself to be more present, to share the weight that my sister had been carrying alone.


      [image: ]I carried my suitcase upstairs into my old bedroom. What a blast from the past! Posters of my favorite bands from high school still adorned the walls. Well-thumbed novels and diaries lined my bookshelf, exactly as I had left them. Even the bedding, with its retro floral pattern, remained unchanged. The room was a monument to my teenage self.

This would have to change. Surely Emilia still had some of Mom’s, or even Gran’s, old stuff lying around that I could pick through to find more … ahem … adult decorations. 

I walked over to my mirror, still bordered with photos. There I was in my science fair glory, standing proudly next to my aromatherapy study from eighth grade—charts of lavender’s effects on stress levels. Beside it, Emilia and I grinned with gap-toothed smiles and ice cream-smeared cheeks, maybe nine or ten years old, our arms thrown around each other’s shoulders on what must have been someone’s birthday.

My eyes lingered on the sole photo of my dad. He was leaning against his old Chevy, sunlight catching in his hair the same way it sometimes did in mine, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he looked at something beyond the camera’s frame. Something about his stance suggested he was already halfway gone, even then.

As I ran my fingers over a photo of my teenage self, arm draped over the shoulder of my old bestie Vee at a long-forgotten concert, a bittersweet smile formed on my lips. Despite the town’s cool reception towards my family, there had been pockets of warmth and joy to be found.

My family, with our unorthodox ways and an old, enigmatic house straight out of a horror novel, had always been the subject of whispers and sidelong glances. Heck, the distinct lack of Attar men was enough to set the more old-fashioned townsfolk gossiping. Like seriously, there was no mystery there. Grandpa died of cancer, Dad ran off, and Emilia and I … well, we just haven’t found our forever people yet. But then again, our town was not known for their logic. Some have even gone so far as to blame us for a fifty-year old flood. 

Us. Not bad zoning or poor infrastructure. Not the fact that the town had ignored years of warnings from actual engineers. Nope. It was the Attar women, with our herb gardens and odd hours, calling down storms like biblical plagues. 

Yet, within these walls and among these photos, I could remember the good times—the laughter, the unshakable kinship that defied the town’s wary glances. It was a strange kind of comfort, clinging to these memories, especially as I stood in front of the mirror now, staring at the space between past and present.

The girl in the photo, with her bright, expectant eyes, was nothing like the woman staring back at me now. My hair, once an unruly mass of auburn curls, was now straightened into submission, a misguided attempt at looking ‘professional.’ My features were sharper, my blue eyes carried the weight of things learned the hard way.

Was it a good change?

The realities of adulthood had tempered the carefree girl I used to be. Had I lost something in the process? The part of me that laughed too loudly, dreamed too recklessly, believed in magic without hesitation?

Nah. I’d grown up, that’s all.

The city, the corporate grind, the relentless pursuit of success had sculpted me, honed me, turned me into the unstoppable force I was today.

The unemployed force.

I sighed, then heaved my suitcase onto the bed. As I placed my belongings in my old dresser, a small, dusty bottle caught my eye. I picked it up. It was my favorite perfume, a concoction Emilia and I had created under Gran’s guidance. We thought this perfume was going to solve all our problems. A magical perfume to transform us into the prettiest, most popular girls in school. It hadn’t worked, of course. But we wore that perfume religiously, anyway. 

The label, faded but still legible, bore the name Whisperwind Whimsy. 

Memories of my grandmother flooded through me, vivid and warm. We were back in the kitchen, laughter mingling with the scents of herbs and flowers.

“A dash of lavender for a calm mind, and a hint of rosemary for remembrance.” Gran’s hands had expertly maneuvered the array of herbs and flowers on the table. She crushed the lavender in a mortar, the fragrance intensifying with each grind. “You must treat each herb with respect; understand its nature.” She poured pure alcohol over the crushed herbs. “Remember, Anna, every scent tells a story. It’s not just about the fragrance; it’s about the feelings it evokes, the memories it awakens.”

Coming back to the present, a sigh escaped my lips. How simple life had seemed then. What I wouldn’t give to go back to that time, when my grandmother was still lucid. When mom was alive. When dreams were just a scent away.








  
  

Chapter two

THE PERFUMER’S ORGAN





Afew days into my stay, the novelty of movie marathons and couch lounging had worn thin. As much as I loved the comfort of Emilia’s L-shaped couch, fluffy enough to lose a shoe in and lined with an army of throw pillows in varying shades of ‘calm blush’ and ‘intentional gray,’ a restless energy had begun to bubble within me. 

Emilia had taken the week off in an act of sisterly solidarity that I genuinely appreciated. This time together was fantastic, but the constant inactivity was grating on me. It was so unlike my usual pace—on the move, days filled with tasks and challenges. Now, in the lazy lull of Emilia’s living room, all sunlight and softness, I was going mad with boredom.

I stretched my arms above my head. “I was thinking. I should grab a few things from Gran’s room to make my bedroom feel less like a sad, leftover dorm.”

Emilia arched a brow. “You mean pillage Gran’s suite?”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not pillaging if she’d want me to have it.”

Emilia looked unconvinced but made no move to protest. Instead, she gestured at her lap. “Unfortunately, I can’t. I have a cat on my lap.”

“Oh, come on! I’ll cook your favorite meal tonight—Marry Me Chicken.”

At the word chicken, Watson’s ears perked up. He stretched luxuriously before hopping off Emilia’s lap, purring with what I could only describe as opportunistic affection.

A smirk played on Emilia’s lips as she stood. “Okay, fine. I’m obviously outnumbered. But just so we’re clear, I’m never going to marry you.”

“Are you kidding? I’m never leaving this place. We’ll be the batty old sisters in the weird house that everyone whispers about and avoids.”

Emilia laughed, hooking my arm as we headed down the hallway to Gran’s suite. “Works for me. Maybe there’s some nice floppy hats in Gran’s closet to complete the look.”

The door to Gran’s bedroom groaned as I pushed it open, releasing a familiar scent of cedar sachets and old books. Just as Emilia had promised, Gran’s room remained frozen, untouched and waiting.

A heavy four-poster bed dominated the space, draped in a quilted floral bedspread that Gran had sewn herself. Its pale blues and greens were patterned with lavender sprigs and roses, the very flowers she once taught me to enfleurage. The matching lamps on the nightstands had pleated shades that cast a soft golden glow when lit, though one was slightly crooked, a little off-kilter like everything else in here.

My fingers skimmed the soft quilt as my gaze drifted to the old Tiffany-style lamp by the window. This would look perfect on my nightstand. 

Nostalgia tugged me deeper into Gran’s suite. While the bedroom radiated her essence, it was the perfume studio beyond that held the real magic.

The moment I pushed open the door, the air shifted. Scents wrapped around me like a familiar hug. I paused, eyes closed, letting the layers wash over me: lavender, earthy sandalwood, the sweet whisper of jasmine, and beneath it all, that unmistakable blend that was pure Gran.

As much as Gran made perfumes, she rarely wore any herself. She didn’t need to. Her creations had always seemed to be baked into her skin.

I wandered deeper into the room. Glass-fronted cabinets still lined the walls. A long worktable stretched beneath the window, bare except for a few stray pipettes and a forgotten notebook. And then, in the farthest corner, was Gran’s perfumer’s organ.

The wooden frame, once polished to a warm shine, now bore the patina of age. Rows upon rows of tiny shelves cascaded in a semi-circle, designed to hold an array of scent bottles. The central workstation, with its faded marble top, spoke of countless hours spent blending and creating. 

Emilia’s footsteps echoed behind me.

“Gran’s perfume organ,” I said almost reverently as she approached.

Emilia smiled and caressed the vacant tiers of the organ. “I remember being so befuddled as a kid, expecting it to play music. I’d even try to press the shelves like piano keys.”

“In a way, it does play music. Perfume is like a symphony. That’s why the language of perfume draws from music—notes, accords, harmonies. Each scent is a note, each blend a chord, all coming together to create something as moving and memorable as a concert.”

Emilia leaned against the organ, her expression turning reflective. “You spent so much time with her, learning the craft. I never had the patience. To be honest, I never understood why you ran off to college instead of apprenticing in Gran’s shop.”

Ignoring her comment, I ran my hand along the smooth surface, feeling the grooves and dips worn into the wood by my grandmother’s diligent work. My heart ached at the thought of Gran, now in the facility, devoid of the scents that were so much a part of her soul.

“We should make her a perfume,” I said suddenly. “Take a little bit of her world to her.”

To my surprise, Emilia nodded in agreement. “Let’s do it. But first, you promised me dinner.”


      [image: ]The morning sun spilled into the dining room in soft, golden streaks. The wide windows, framed in pale gauzy curtains, offered a view of Serenity Forest just beyond the backyard. The quiet hush of green somehow made the room feel sacred.

Emilia and I set about our task in near silence. Watson perched atop the sideboard like a feline overseer, his tail flicking in even, contemplative arcs.

I spread out the perfume-making tools on the large, sturdy dining table—a piece of furniture so well-loved its nicks and scratches formed a kind of secret family language. It had borne birthday cakes and report cards, holiday roasts and heated debates. Now, it bore the quiet potential of something new. It would serve as my makeshift workstation.

Gran’s perfume organ remained untouched in her suite. I could have used it. Maybe I should have. But even the thought made my stomach knot. Every worn groove in the wood, every lingering trace of scent, was hers. The idea of disturbing it felt like cracking open a diary I hadn’t been invited to read.

I wasn’t a real perfumer. Not like her.

So instead, I set up in the dining room, where things felt less permanent. Less like I was trespassing. Here, the air still smelled faintly of cinnamon and citrus, the ghosts of past dinners mingling with the sharp, fresh clarity of essential oils.

With deliberate care, I placed slender vials in a neat row on one side of the table. The glass caught the light and threw tiny rainbows onto the wood grain. 

Watson tilted his head, as if assessing the symmetry of my arrangement with the seriousness of a sommelier evaluating wine. There was a faint tingling in the air, like static before a storm or the soft press of possibility.

Turning my attention to the squat, round bottles, I set them apart for storing final test blends, then laid out the pipettes and test strips, zeroed the scale, and gathered my materials. With everything in place, I felt a sense of reverence for the process about to unfold, a ritual handed down through generations, now resting in my hands.

“But you’re missing the most important piece,” Emilia said, a hint of excitement in her voice. She arose and opened a drawer in the curio cabinet, then returned holding out a leather-bound tome.

“Gran’s perfume recipe book.” I reverently accepted the book. The brown leather felt soft and supple under my fingers, the pages within yellowed with age but still intact. I opened it to the first page, where my grandmother’s elegant handwriting chronicled the beginning of her journey into the world of perfumery. It was a treasure trove of information—notes on scent combinations, observations on how different oils interacted, and personal anecdotes about what inspired each fragrance.

“Her grimoire,” said Emilia, evoking Gan’s whimsical name for her book. 

“Except this is more practical than magic.” I flipped through another page. “Gran’s talk of grimoires and the healing properties of perfumes only fueled the town’s whispers. Magic isn’t real.”

As Emilia and I admired the aged illustrations, the pages quivered, as though stirred by a gentle breeze that had found its way into the room. Suddenly, the book fluttered open. The pages turned as if guided by an unseen hand, flipping with a graceful yet deliberate motion. It was as though the book itself were eager to reveal its secrets, to share a particular piece of wisdom hidden within its depths.

Which was just plain silly.

Watson, however, seemed less skeptical. His body tensed as if ready to pounce on any further anomalies.

“Whoa, you sure about that?” Emilia backed away from the book as if it might bite her.

“Clearly there was a breeze.” I peered at the perfume recipe the book had opened to. Evoko. The formula was described as a memory perfume.

Emilia reluctantly returned to her seat. But not without side-eying the page. “A breeze that just happened to land on the perfect perfume for Gran?”

“It’s probably just how the spine has settled over the years.”

“Clearly the Universe wants us to make this one. And who knows? Maybe it will cure Gran’s dementia!”

I smiled at my sister’s whimsy. “Well, it can’t hurt to try.”

I arranged the ingredients, starting with the top notes. “Could you pass me the rosemary and peppermint oils?”

Emilia handed me the vials. “Peppermint, huh? Never thought of it as a memory aid.”

I nodded, carefully measuring the oils. “It invigorates the mind. And sweet orange is for that immediate impact. It’s an immunity booster, and helps alleviate depression and anxiety.” The citrus’s bright aroma filled the room as I carefully measured it out.

Emilia gave me a sly look. “You say you don’t believe in magic, eh?”

I stiffened. “Aromatherapy is science, not magic.”

“Suuuuuurre. Whatever you say.”

“Moving on. Let’s mix the heart notes.” I reached out for more vials. “Now jasmine, for its connection to romantic memories, and sage for wisdom.” I paused, inhaling the heady fragrance. “Can you find the rose oil? It adds an elegant touch, tied to love and beauty. And it releases endorphins.”

As Emilia looked for the rose, I focused on the base notes. Frankincense for grounding, often linked to spiritual memories. Sandalwood for a sense of calmness and serenity, and vanilla’s warm, comforting scent evokes nostalgia.

I smiled as I finished the formula, then closed the bottle and shook it. The golden-pink liquid shimmered in the light. I uncapped the bottle and inserted a test strip, which I then held to my nose, inhaling deeply. 

With a nod of satisfaction, I extended the small vial to Emilia. “Here, give it a try.”

She leaned forward, taking the bottle from my hand. Carefully, she dabbed a drop onto the inside of her wrist, then closed her eyes as she brought it to her nose. Watson, ever curious, twitched his whiskers and craned his neck, inching closer as if he, too, wanted to test this newfound creation.

“Anna, this is amazing,” Emilia said, a smile spreading across her face as she breathed in the complex aroma. “You should sell these at the farmer’s market. It’d give you something to do. And be a way to make some extra money.”

I considered the idea. The bottle of homemade perfume glistened in my hand. It was a far cry from the corporate world I had known, but maybe it was exactly what I needed to get me through these next few weeks. A project that connected me to my roots and sparked a joy I hadn’t felt in years.

“I’ll think about it. But first, let’s take one to Gran.”








  
  

Chapter three

A VISIT TO GRAN





"Looks like Serenity Falls is going futuristic.” I shielded my eyes against the bright morning sunlight that washed over the angular silhouette of Golden Pines Assisted Living. The building shimmered with sleek glass, neutral panels, and neat edges. 

I shifted my bag on my shoulder, the weight of the perfume bottle inside suddenly enormous. I’d blended it with the hope it might stir something familiar in Gran. Something comforting. But what if it didn’t? What if she didn’t recognize me at all?

Or worse, what if Emilia had pinned all her hopes on some kind of miracle?

“This building has to be from, what, the eighties?” I asked, more to distract myself than anything else.

Emilia laughed. “I bet our favorite town historian nearly fainted when he saw the plans. He probably thought it was an alien invasion.”

I smiled, grateful for the familiar rhythm of our banter. “Harold Jenkins? Faint? That’d be the day. He’s more likely to chase aliens off with his cane while grumbling about the good old days of architecture.” I glanced up again at the building, trying to picture Gran inside. “He must be in his eighties by now, eh? Heck, maybe he lives here.”

“He turned eighty last year, actually. Trust me, he’s still in his old house, guarding it like a fortress.” Emilia led the way down the path. “But get this—he has a girlfriend. And you’ll never guess who it is.”

“Who?” I hated guessing games. 

Emilia leveled her gaze at me. “Doris Fletcher.” 

My jaw dropped. “The town curmudgeon and the town busybody are dating?” 

Emilia grinned. “I’ll tell you the whole story later. It’s a doozy.” 

We strolled past the tranquil gardens toward the glass entrance. I adjusted the strap of my bag as we passed a bench tucked beneath a cherry tree, where an elderly couple sat hand-in-hand, their heads bowed together in quiet conversation. My heart twinged. I was turning thirty in a few months, and nowhere near finding my love. Not that I hadn’t tried. I’d gone through my share of fleeting relationships that never quite ignited the spark I longed for. There was Mark, the charming graphic designer who ghosted me after two months, and Jennifer, who said I was “too focused on chasing other people’s dreams.” 

Maybe they were right. My life was a patchwork of busy days and restless nights, with no room left for the kind of connection that left people holding hands on park benches after fifty years. Or, at least, it used to be. I let out a sigh as we approached the entrance, pushing the wistful thought aside.

Inside, the reception area was bright, with comfortable seating in cozy arrangements. I followed Emilia to the registration desk, observing the familiarity with which she navigated the space. It was clear that visits such as this had become a routine part of Emilia’s life. And it was nice to know that my sister got out of the house at least once a week.

A pang of guilt tugged at my heart. Gran had been here for almost a year, and this was the first time I’d set foot in the place. Well, that would change, starting now.

As we approached the reception desk, an older woman in crisp nurse’s scrubs bustled toward us, her short, curled hair bouncing with each quick, purposeful step. She moved as though propelled by an endless well of enthusiasm.

“Emilia!” she sang out, wrapping my sister in a tight squeeze before Emilia had fully turned toward her. “Ah, look at you. Just as beautiful as ever!”

Then she spun to me, her round face glowing with excitement, the fluorescent light catching the warm olive tone of her skin. “And you must be Anna!” She grabbed my hand, sandwiching it between both of hers in a grip that was both chilly and oddly clammy. “You’ve got your mother’s eyes. It’s wonderful to finally meet you!”

Oh. She’s a hugger.

And a hand-clasper.

And a shoulder-patter. Right. This is happening.

“Uh, yes,” I managed.

“Susan Eldridge!” she declared as if announcing herself to a grand ballroom. “Head nurse.”

“Susan’s been an absolute angel with Gran,” Emilia said. 

“Oh, pish,” Susan waved off the compliment, though her extra chin wobbled with pleasure. “It’s the least I can do. Your mom and I were thick as thieves as kids. And your nonna—what a woman! Kind as anything, but sharp as a tack. Just the other day she had us in stitches telling the story of her trip to Hollywood! Swears a casting director called her ‘the next big thing.’”

I blinked. “Gran hates driving more than ten miles from home.”

Susan gasped, pressing a hand to her chest. “Oh, I know, but you just have to hear her tell it! The way she describes the whole adventure? Just magical! And that’s what matters, you see. Here, we use validation therapy—meeting our residents where they are rather than dragging them back to where we think they should be.”

Emilia nodded, her voice gentler. “She gets upset when we correct her, so we just go along with it. It keeps her calm.”

“Exactly!” Susan tapped my arm with an encouraging pat-pat-pat. “And you’ll catch on so fast. I can tell! Don’t you worry a bit! We’re all about family here!”

Before I could respond, she bustled away, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll let Nurse Helen know you’re here! Don’t you worry, dear, we’ve got everything handled!”

As she disappeared around the corner, I let out a breath. The air felt oddly still in her absence, as though someone had just switched off an industrial fan.

I glanced at Emilia, who was practically glowing.

“She seems … nice,” I ventured.

Emilia nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, she’s been a godsend. You’ll see.”

I mustered a small smile, already feeling the need to locate the nearest quiet corner to recharge. If this was just the welcome committee, I was in for a long visit.

As if on cue, another nurse approached. “Emilia, so good to see you again.” Her gaze shifted to me, warm but not overwhelming. “You must be Anna. I’m Helen Hevel. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Helen carried herself with a quiet confidence. Like Susan, she also appeared to be about the same age as Mom would have been, with soft brown hair pulled into a low ponytail, strands of silver weaving through it like reminders of wisdom earned. A silver pendant in the shape of a tree hung from her neck, catching the light as she moved.

“Yes, this is my sister. We’re here to visit Gran,” Emilia confirmed.

Helen nodded, her gaze lingered on me for a moment longer than comfortable. It felt almost judgmental.

If that was Helen’s goal, it worked. I felt a rush of regret. Had my lack of visits been noted and discussed among the staff? I pushed the feeling aside, reminding myself of the purpose of our visit. I extended my hand to Helen. “It’s nice to meet you. I hear you’re taking great care of our Gran.” 

Helen’s shoulders relaxed. “I’ll walk with you. I’m headed that way myself.”

As we rounded a corner, we approached a set of closed double doors. Above them hung a wooden sign with ‘Silverleaf Crossing’ painted in silver letters against a dark green background. The sign was framed by an arch of ivy painted on the wall.

“Silverleaf Crossing?” I asked, pausing. “That’s creative for a memory care unit.”

Helen smiled as she reached into her pocket for a small badge. “We wanted something that felt less clinical. For our residents, this is their neighborhood, their home. The name is part of creating that sense of belonging.”

She swiped the badge against a panel, and the doors clicked open, revealing a world unlike anything I’d expected. As we stepped inside, the modern feel of the main space gave way to the charm of a small town. The ceiling was painted a soft blue with white, fluffy clouds, and warm, ambient lighting mimicked sunshine. The floor resembled cobblestone streets, winding through a carefully designed space that felt like stepping into a 1950s neighborhood.

On either side of the ‘street,’ small houses with pastel-painted shutters and cheerful flower boxes served as the residents’ rooms. Each door had a nameplate and the occasional decoration—wreath, photos, or flags—that gave them personality.

“You really went all out,” I said. 

Helen’s smile widened. “We’re trying to create an environment that feels familiar. For many of our residents, these are the places they grew up with, places they remember fondly. Familiarity helps keep them calm and engaged.”

A small group of residents strolled past, chatting as they window-shopped in front of the candy store. Another resident sat in a chair just outside the barber shop, engrossed in a crossword puzzle.

“Do they actually use all of this?” I asked, gesturing to the storefronts.

“Oh, absolutely,” Helen said. “The barber shop is open twice a week, and the general store is stocked with snacks and simple supplies they can purchase with tokens. The spaces also encourage residents to socialize and explore. It’s a way to give them independence, even within the structure of care.”

We rounded another corner and stood facing a charming 1950s diner. Residents sat at red pleather booths with checkerboard-patterned tabletops, sipping from tall glasses filled with what I assumed were milkshakes or malts. A few were playing cards at one of the tables, while others chatted animatedly, their laughter ringing out over the soft hum of Elvis Presley crooning from the jukebox.

A woman in a waitress’s uniform, complete with a pink dress and white apron, moved among the tables, handing out trays of snacks and drinks with a smile. The residents greeted her warmly, a few even calling her by name.

“It’s like stepping into another time,” I murmured, glancing at Emilia, who was beaming.

A resident seated at the counter swirled his straw in his glass, leaning over to his neighbor and pointing at the jukebox. “Remember this one? 1966, summer on the boardwalk…”

Helen’s walkie-talkie crackled at her hip. She paused, listening.

“Helen?” a voice came through, slightly tinny. “Can you come over to the general store? We’ve got a resident who’s confused about the tokens again.”

Helen smiled apologetically. “Excuse me a moment,” she said. “I’m just over there if you need anything.” She gestured toward the small general store down the street and moved briskly away, weaving through the tables with practiced ease.

Emilia tugged gently on my sleeve, steering me toward a booth tucked beneath a mural of a drive-in theater. My breath hitched. Gran.

It had been a year since I’d last seen her. Since we’d all stood together at my mother’s funeral, Gran’s hand trembling in mine as we whispered our goodbyes. Even then, the signs of her slipping memory had been there—the confusion in her eyes when she forgot names, the way she’d paused mid-sentence, lost in the fog of her own mind.

As she looked up from her crossword, my heart clenched. Her silver curls framed a face that lit up as she filled in a line on her crossword puzzle. A nearly empty glass sat beside her, a smudge of whipped cream lingering on the rim. She wore a light blue cardigan that complemented the sparkle in her eyes.

She looked happy.

Gran turned to us with a bright, welcoming smile. “Oh, we have visitors!” Her hands fluttering up as if she might cup our faces but stopping just short, as if uncertain whether she should.

Tears burned the backs of my eyes. I had clung to the idea that she was still the same. That even if she forgot small things, she’d still be my Gran.

I approached my grandmother and was enveloped in a wave of familiar scents. The complex, earthy aroma of clary sage greeted me first, evoking memories of Gran’s tales about its use in soothing concoctions. Then came the almost mystical scent of mugwort, a fragrance that reminded me of Gran’s dream tonics. Finally, I discerned the subtlest hint of a more pungent, slightly bitter aroma—wormwood, a hallmark of Gran’s more potent blends. Together, these essences seemed woven into the very fabric of Gran’s being, as if years of crafting with them had imbued her presence with their distinct characters.

“You are so beautiful,” Gran murmured, her gaze moving between us with warm curiosity. “My name is Margaret.”

Emilia stepped in, taking Gran’s hand. “Hello, Margaret. My name is Emilia, and this is Anna.”

Gran beamed up at us, her voice lilting. “Emilia and Anna, what delightful names! It’s such a pleasure to meet you both.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.” I forced a smile, even as my heart screamed, It’s me, Gran! Your granddaughter. Don’t you remember me?

“And what brings you lovely young ladies to Silverleaf?”

“We heard this place was full of wonderful people and stories,” I said. “We just had to come and see for ourselves.”

Gran clapped her hands. “Oh, you’ve come to the right place! Everyone’s so friendly here, and there’s never a dull moment.” Her eyes sparkled with contentment.

I felt a tug in my heart. At least Gran liked it here.

Emilia guided Gran’s hand back to her lap. “Margaret, may we join you? Perhaps share a milkshake?” 

Gran’s eyes lit up, and she nodded with a cheerful smile. “Oh, that sounds lovely, dear. I haven’t had a proper milkshake in ages.”

Emilia and I slid into the booth opposite Gran. She set her crossword aside. 

We asked Gran questions about her life, and Gran asked the same of us. As the conversation ebbed, I knew the moment had come to present my special creation. I reached into my bag and pulled out a small, elegantly crafted bottle filled with my homemade perfume blend, Evoko. The liquid inside shimmered.

“Gra … Margaret, we wanted to bring you something special.” I held the bottle out to my grandmother, watching as the light caught the contours of the glass. Maybe this perfume really would pierce through Gran’s fog.

I shook off the thought. Best not to harbor unrealistic expectations.

Gran’s eyes lit up as she accepted the bottle. She studied it, her fingers tracing the design on the glass. “Oh, I love perfume!”

Emilia chimed in. “We made it just for you. We thought you might enjoy it.”

Gran opened the bottle and dabbed a bit of the perfume on the inside of her wrists. She took a moment to inhale the fragrance. “Mmm, it’s lovely. I can smell the frankincense, the orange, the rose…” Her nostrils flared. “And peppermint, too. That’s quite a bold choice for this blend.”

Even in her current state, Gran’s senses remained keen, and there was a shadow of the skilled professional she used to be. My throat burned and I struggled to hold back tears.

Gran beamed. “Thank you both. This is such a thoughtful gift. It makes me feel like a queen.” She brought her wrist to her nose and sniffed. Her eyes sharpened. “You know, I used to make perfumes. Back in the day.”

“You did?” Emilia eyed me and mouthed, It’s working!

Gran nodded, a wistful smile playing on her lips. “Yes, dear. It was a long time ago. I had my own little shop called Charm & Petal, and people from all around used to come to me for custom fragrances.”

Emilia reached out and squeezed Gran’s hand. “It sounds like it was wonderful.”

Gran’s smile brightened. “Oh, it was.”

It felt so weird talking to Gran as though she were a stranger. But if it kept her happy, if it brought her even a sliver of the joy she used to know, then it was worth it.

I patted Gran’s knee. “I used to blend perfumes with my grandmother. This is actually one of her formulas.”

Gran dabbed more perfume on her wrists, then rubbed some into the pulse points on her neck. “Oh!” Her eyes widened with recognition. “I remember this scent. Evoko.”

Tears welled up in my eyes as I nodded. I choked back the hope. Was Gran coming back? Aromatherapy was one thing, but if perfumes really could cure dementia, one would think that would have made the news.

A look of realization and warmth washed over Gran’s face. “Anna? Emilia?” Her eyes brightened even more. “My sweet granddaughters. It’s you!”

Emilia and I exchanged tearful smiles as we embraced our grandmother. 

But as quickly as it had come, the clarity faded.

Gran’s expression changed, her brow knitting with alarm. She stiffened, her grip on Emilia’s arms tightening until her knuckles whitened. Her eyes held a hard, anxious look. Voice trembling, she asked, “Did they catch the killer?”

Emilia drew back, a look of bewilderment on her face. “What killer, Gran? Who are you talking about?”

My heart sank as the serene moment shattered. 

Gran pulled herself from the booth with a sudden energy. Emilia stood and steadied Gran by the arms. “Gran, are you talking about that mystery show we watched together? The one we couldn’t finish because…?” 

She didn’t finish the sentence.

Gran’s breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling as panic took hold. She glanced wildly around the diner, muttering fragmented phrases. “No one listened … I told them, but they wouldn’t believe…” Her voice grew louder, drawing the attention of nearby residents. “They’re all in danger! You have to understand!”

Chairs scraped as residents shifted uneasily, a low murmur spreading. A man across the room stood, frowning in confusion, while a woman near the window gasped and clutched her napkin.

Helen dashed in, eyes sharp with concern as she took in the scene. Her skilled hands rested firmly on Gran’s shoulders, trying to ground her. Susan was quick to follow, pushing a wheelchair with practiced urgency. “We need to get her back to her room.”

The nurses worked efficiently to limit Gran’s frantic thrashing. Emilia and I exchanged worried glances. As Gran was wheeled away, she turned and cried out, “My daughter! Did they catch her killer?”


      [image: ]I sat with Emilia, now alone in the red vinyl booths in the Silverleaf Diner, the checkerboard tabletop between us dotted with water rings from our untouched glasses. Each of us absentmindedly twirled the straws in our milkshakes. The jukebox played in the background, but the cheerful tunes couldn’t quite dispel the unease that settled between us.

The diner buzzed quietly with life. A few residents chatting over their meals, a group playing cards at one of the round tables. A staff member in a pastel pink uniform passed by, offering a tray of cookies to a couple seated at the counter. It was all so idyllic, but neither of us seemed able to sink into the charm.

The hum of conversation and soft clinking of silverware was interrupted as Susan approached our booth, her face etched with concern. “How are you two holding up?” She slipped into the seat across from us without preamble, her earlier cheerfulness muted. “Helen’s finishing up with your grandmother now.”

I nodded. “We’re managing. Is everything okay with Gran?”

Susan’s smile tightened. “Oh, don’t you worry. I know what Margaret said must have sounded alarming, but outbursts like that are quite common with dementia patients. They often get confused, mix up memories.”

“Ah yes, the old ‘did they catch the killer?’ classic,” I quipped. 

Susan chuckled nervously. “Well, you’d be surprised how often we hear things like that. These episodes pass quickly.”

Oh, sure. Next, she’d tell us Gran was merely auditioning for a retirement home production of Murder, She Wrote. But I was not some child that needed placating. If Gran’s condition was worsening, I needed to know. 

“Gran seemed so agitated,” I pressed. “Should we be concerned?”

“Not at all, dear,” Susan said, patting my hand. “Margaret is in good hands.”

As Susan bustled away, Emilia and I exchanged glances. The nurse’s words were meant to comfort, but they left me with a nagging sense of unease. I leaned in closer to Emilia, lowering my voice. “Is it just me, or was Susan trying way too hard to make Gran’s outburst seem normal? It’s like she thinks we can’t handle the truth about how bad Gran’s condition might be getting.”

Emilia shook her head. “Susan wouldn’t do that. She’s always been forthright with me.”

“Really? Because I half-expected her to pat us on the heads and offer us lollipops for being such brave little visitors.”

“Susan just doesn’t understand.” Emilia’s eyes were earnest and hopeful. “Gran broke through. The perfume worked. Gran was agitated because she was trying to tell us something important.” 

I shook my head, my gaze fixed on my untouched milkshake. “You’re reading too much into it. You’re conditioned by those crime documentaries to see a murder around every corner.”

Emilia’s fingers tightened around her cup. “But why ‘the killer’? Why would she say that?”

I sighed, feeling the weight of our predicament. I looked around the hall. The oblivious contentment of others only deepened my sense of isolation. “I don’t know. Maybe Gran got mixed up. I mean, weren’t all three of you watching that murder mystery show when mom had her heart attack?”

Emilia leaned back, the chair creaking slightly under the shift of her weight. “Yeah, you’re probably right. It’s not like someone could murder a person while they’re surrounded by family at home.” 

A resigned sigh escaped her lips. “Maybe the perfume doesn’t work, after all.”

A pang of guilt washed over me. I felt bad for quashing Emilia’s hope, but the truth was the truth, however unpalatable. “Should we go to Gran’s room?”

Emilia nodded, her eyes briefly meeting mine. We both stood, our chairs scraping against the floor. We left our untouched sodas behind. Unanswered questions and unspoken fears followed us out of the diner. The street was quiet, the only sound the faint hum of an air vent and our footsteps echoing on the faux sidewalk.

Gran’s room was small but homey, painted in soft, calming colors. Her belongings were neatly arranged, giving the room a personal touch. Photos of family, including one of a much younger me and Emilia, smiled down from the walls. A small vase of fresh flowers sat on the bedside table, adding a splash of color. The room, however, smelled sterile, with a strong overtone of ethanol.

Gran lay in bed, propped up by pillows. The sight of her, so fragile, tugged at my heartstrings.

Helen, who had been sitting in a chair beside the bed, stood. She held out the perfume bottle to me with an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, but we can’t allow fragrances. Some residents have allergies.”

I took the bottle, a lump forming in my throat. Perhaps it’s for the best. The perfume seemed to upset Gran more than anything.

Gran, meanwhile, turned towards us, her face lighting up with absolute delight. “Oh, I have visitors! How lovely. And such beautiful ladies, too. My name is Margaret.”

I mustered a smile, determined to make the most of the rest of our time together, even if Gran didn’t remember who we were.
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