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Chapter 1
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Moving House





Beatrice Buttons felt an itch, followed by a twitch. Her toes wiggled and jiggled and implored her to wake up and get going. It was the morning of her fifty-seventh birthday, which could mean only one thing: Moving Day! 

The owner of an adventurous and restless spirit, she was filled with a yearning to experience as many different places and meet as many different folks as was possible in one lifetime. So, every year on her birthday, she packed up the few things she wanted to keep into a pair of saddlebags and rode off on her trusty companion, Sir Walks-a-lot.

Sir Walks-a-lot was a nuff, a sloth-like creature that walked on its stupendously long front legs while its hind legs had great sails like a bat’s wings that enabled it to fly shorter distances by catching the passing breezes. Their soft, fur-covered backs bent into a shape not unlike a plush wingback chair, allowing a rider to travel in comfort. They also had happy and affectionate natures, making them the perfect traveling companion.

As for Beatrice, she wasn’t particularly tall or wide or anything out of the ordinary for the people of Lichen. She had silver-gray skin, celadon green eyes, and dark brown curls mixed with stray white hairs sticking out like snowy twigs of straw. Her small delicate-looking hands belied their strength and cunning, and she loved to wear clothes with exuberant patterns on them so she would always have something beautiful and exciting to look upon.

Some years, Beatrice and her nuff wandered for weeks looking for a new house, setting up camp each night under a patchwork quilt tent. Dinner was most often a steaming bowl of forager’s stew with Bea’s findings of the day from forest and stream, and a pitcher of ade made with moss-filtered water and the hard-rinded, bright gold limonberries that grew plentifully in thorny bushes along the road. She whiled away her evenings whittling fantastical creatures from fallen branches of soft basswood and set out each morning well-rested and with a merry heart.

This year, her journey lasted no more than a day before she and Sir Walks-a-lot came upon a marvelous covered bridge over a brook that gurgled loudly with laughing waters. The roof was shingled in bright blue tiles glittering in the sun, and the walls were a lattice of wood and colorful glass. Built into each side of the bridge were sliding doors that led out to small balconies overlooking the creek with long wooden benches on them for resting.

It was such a pleasant spot, Beatrice lingered there for an hour, watching the nuff lazing in the sunlight on the banks and gazing down at small silvery fish that darted about in the shallows below her. If it were possible to hug a bridge, she would hug this one because it filled her with so much joy, for she delighted in all things whimsical and pleasant. She was so relaxed, she hated to get up, but instinct pulled her onward down the cobblestone road into the distance.

Impatient to find out what was over the horizon, she urged Sir Walks-a-lot on until they crested the hill. A thrill ran down her spine at the sight of a large house painted as pink as the first blush of dawn. While the color was certainly eye-catching, it was the nine rounded turrets that really excited her. Beatrice was a connoisseur of turrets and immediately started mapping out a purpose for each of them: a conservatory, a library, an astronomy tower, a cocoon for napping. The possibilities were endless.

In the land of Lichen, people changed their houses the way hermit crabs change their shells. Whenever they got restless, the size of their family grew or shrunk, or they simply got bored of their old decor or location, they would pack up their things and move on in search of a new dwelling-place, leaving the old one behind so someone else might make use of it. Nobody paid rent or fought over houses. There was always the perfect number and style to suit every person at any given moment but first you had to find an empty house. Beatrice kept all her fingers and toes crossed that this house would be empty and waiting for its next tenant.

Jumping down from her patient nuff, she strode up the wide front steps to a door made of sea glass with an inlaid mother-of-pearl frame. A large, black filigree door key rested in the lock with a note attached to it by a pink ribbon:

Welcome! This house has been loved by all who entered its doors. May it surround you and protect your hopes and dreams. Each of us who have occupied these walls have added to their splendor. Feel free to add your own touches while preserving that which is already here. Don’t forget to leave the key in the door when you choose to move on!

Delighted at these friendly words, Beatrice turned the key and went in. There was a slightly dusty, musty smell such as any house will get when it is unlived in, but dancing rainbows of light bouncing along the walls enticed her on. The right front room had large windows that were hung with crystal prisms causing the kaleidoscope of cascading colors.

She started removing dust covers from the furniture, marveling over the elaborately carved scrollwork in the dark wood and the floral-patterned chairs and sofa. In one corner was a rolltop desk with a typewriter and a ream of blank paper that gave her an idea of one way she might pass her time in this delightful place once she was settled in.

Roaming from room to room, she set down a few of her belongings in each one as though to claim it for her own as she examined the things left behind by previous tenants. Her favorite discovery was a teapot shaped like a baby elephant with its trunk for a spout and its tail curled into a handle.

Beatrice’s stomach rumbled at the thought of tea. Although the house was nicely-equipped with furnishings and kitchen utensils, the pantry cupboard was bare. She grabbed her foraging pouch and a wide-brimmed sun hat and went out exploring to see what she could find.

Searching the land behind the house, she was pleased to discover an abundance of root vegetables, wild herbs, grains, and fruits. She meandered through a field of wildflowers back to the covered bridge and crossed over to investigate another path winding deep into a forest. The trail looked well-used, so she followed it, hoping to find a near neighbor for company, and came upon a large clearing with a modest two-story house.

The house was unremarkable except it was painted an unusual dusky purple color. The door was bright turquoise and covered with hand-painted blooms of every variety. A screened-in porch wrapped around the building with a swing and rocking chairs to sit in and enjoy the cool breezes while watching butterflies and bees and every other kind of insect flitting among the exuberant flowers. Tickle blooms, moss berries, midnight moon lilies, and stepstone bells were just a few of the plants Beatrice recognized in the colorful garden.

A kindred spirit lives here, thought Beatrice, for she was a lover herself of insects and flowers and all inhabitants of nature.

She danced her knuckles across the front door confidently, eager to meet her new neighbor. There was no answer from within although a small wild black rabbit came up from the garden to investigate, flicking its soft ears and sniffing at her in fearless curiosity.

“Is anyone here?” Beatrice asked the rabbit.

It gave no reply but loped away around the corner of the house, looking back from time to time as though to say, come along, follow me.

Amused, Bea followed the animal and discovered a woman who looked to be near her own age kneeling and weeding a vegetable garden. Unlike Beatrice’s own tangled up bird's nest of curls, the woman had sleek and abundant silver hair a few shades lighter than her gray skin. It was braided and looped around her head several times with still enough left for a long tail that trailed down her back to her ankles. She was all bones and angles with light lavender eyes that flashed silver in the sunlight.

“Hello!” Beatrice called out cheerfully only to be brought up short when she was met with a fierce frown.

“What do you want?” the woman asked.

“I just moved into the pink house across the bridge. I’m out exploring and wanted to introduce myself to my new neighbors.”

“Did the family who lived there leave? I didn’t realize.”

“Yes, lucky for me. It’s a fantastic place. So many turrets!”

“A little ostentatious for my taste, but I’m glad it has found a tenant. An unoccupied house has the tendency to go to rack and ruin.”

“I’m Beatrice Buttons.”

“Amelia Arrowheart.”

“Have you lived here long?”

“All my life.”

“What!?”

It was rather a rude thing to say, but Beatrice couldn’t help exclaiming at this extraordinary piece of information. She’d never met any Lichen who hadn’t changed houses countless times over the course of their lives. It was one of the best things about being a citizen, this freedom to roam. Afraid she’d offended her new acquaintance, Beatrice was relieved to see Amelia smile thinly.

“It’s unusual, I know, but I’ve always been happy here and it took me a long time to get my garden the way I want it. I simply don’t have the roving spirit that possesses most Lichens. What do you have there?” she asked, pointing toward Beatrice’s foraging bag.

“Some odds and ends I picked up. There’s no food in the house, so I’ve been trying to gather enough for a decent tea.”

“Give it to me and I’ll see what I have to add to it. You might as well come in if we’re to be neighbors, although I’ll warn you now, I’m not the sociable type. You’ll find me moody and quiet. It’s just the way I am, and I never put on a show for others.”

“Sounds like what I see is what I get then,” said Beatrice. “I like that.”

“We’ll see,” replied Amelia, with a cynical expression.

They entered the house through a back door into a welcoming kitchen with red-painted cabinets and wooden counters. Amelia invited Beatrice to sit at a small round table in one corner and set a plate of pound cake and a pot of limonberry jam before her guest to tide her over while she brewed up a cup of tea and rooted through the foraging bag.

As she worked, Amelia pulled off the light sweater she had been wearing over her sundress to protect against the chill forest breeze. Beatrice was amazed to see the woman’s arms were completely covered in tattoos from shoulders to the backs of her hands.

The first one she recognized was a pirate’s head, complete with a tri-cornered hat and one squinty eye that winked at her. “Eat yer cake, lass. The captain and I will throw some more vittles together,” proclaimed the pirate.

“Did… did…”

“Did my tattoo say something?” Amelia smiled slightly. “It did. His name is One-Eyed Jack. I’ve lived alone since my parents died. My tattoos are my dearest friends and somewhere along the way, they learned to talk to keep me company. I hope you’re not too shocked. Most people are and think me a witch, so I usually hide them.”

“Actually, I’ve traveled all over Lichen and seen many a stranger thing in my time. I think it’s delightful. Almost makes me want to get a tattoo of my own, but I’ve always been too scared.”

“Scared? And yet you’ve moved all over and traveled far by yourself?”

“I guess we each have something we’re afraid of.”

“Too true.”

Amelia whipped up a quick soup with the ingredients Beatrice had found, adding in some vegetables from her own garden while Jack the pirate kept up a running commentary. They sat down and ate companionably enough, although Beatrice was unnerved to see Amelia staring at her with uncanny intensity.

Finally, the woman reached out a finger onto which a miniature black and white jumping spider flew from Beatrice’s hat. Amelia relocated the tiny creature to a windowsill by an open window where it could hunt and go free if it wished.

“Glad you aren’t afraid of spiders,” said Beatrice.

“I love them and all wild creatures.”

“Me too!”

A small thought crowded into a corner of Amelia’s mind, casting an as yet dim light in the gloom that habitually gathered there: Could this be a true friend, at last?
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Chapter 2
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Quiet Days





A chartreuse tree frog crouched on Beatrice’s shoulder, its long tongue dangling from its mouth, but Amelia decided not to mention it. She had learned in the weeks since she’d met her new friend that she couldn’t domesticate her any more than Beatrice could drag a conversation out of Amelia when she wasn’t in the mood to talk. Amelia wouldn’t chide a nuff for not using a napkin or scold a frog for chirruping too loudly as this one was doing, so she never fussed at Beatrice’s wild ways either. 

In return, Beatrice was learning to accept Amelia’s moods, which ranged from sunny as a bright yellow tickle bloom to as dark as a richly fuschia mamaberry. It was strange, being so unlike her own personality, but Beatrice respected the right of all beings to be exactly who they were and never asked any more of any creature that crossed her path.

They often met up at the covered bridge and sat side by side on one of the benches, Beatrice creating her whimsically whittled wood carvings while Amelia drew and wrote in her journal, chatting more and more comfortably together as they grew used to one another.

“Do you think you’ll stay here long, Bea?” Amelia asked one day.

“I don’t know. It’s the nicest house I’ve lived in yet, and you’re one of the nicest friends I’ve met, Melia, but I have a restless spirit. I love to travel and would probably be happy roaming forever. I’m afraid you’d be a bit like this piece of basswood if I tried to take you with me though. Whittling away to nothing by worry of the unknown.”

“You’re right. I am a homebody, but I enjoy hearing about your travels.”

“Is that a map of them you’re making?” Beatrice nibbled on a hard-boiled egg from the picnic basket they had brought with them and peered over Amelia’s shoulder.

“Manners. This might be private.”

“Private?” Beatrice asked.

“Sssssome of ussss aren’t ready to ssshare every sssssingle thought or creation,” came a lisped reply from the bright red snake tattoo that slithered and curled around Amelia’s right forearm. Its forked tongue tested the air, sniffing out the egg Beatrice held in her hand with interest.

“Make the varmint walk the plank, argh!” cried Jack.

Beatrice frowned and stuck her own tongue out at the pirate tattoo. “Is that how you feel, Amelia, or are your ink friends voicing their own opinions?”

“Both. I don’t mind if you want to take the lead through some of our daily activities, but navigating the tangled pathways of my innermost thoughts is off limits. I don’t even share them with Jack and my scarlet basilisk companion here,” Amelia said, sliding a sheet of loose vellum to cover the words in her journal but allowing Beatrice to view the map she’d drawn in the margin. “I’ve been sketching out the places you’ve visited. My tattoos like to watch and imagine going there themselves someday. I don’t think they’re all as content as I am to stay put in one place.”

“I envy you your tattoos. You always have someone to talk to.”

Amelia shut her journal and pulled one of Beatrice’s hands close as she reached back into her satchel for her colored pens.

“I’ll give you a temporary one. A compass for your travels.”

Beatrice watched the top of her friend’s head as she bent over in concentration, making the drawing as precise as possible on the back of Bea’s hand. She often marveled that her friend could support the burden of the mass of silver hair braided round her head and down her back. It seemed to mirror the weight of her dark thoughts. She wondered if Amelia wouldn’t feel free as a bird if she cut it all off one day but would never have had the audacity to suggest it. She was learning Amelia’s business was very much her own and she didn’t appreciate any outside interference.

“There,” said Amelia, satisfied at last with her impromptu creation. “Maybe this compass will point you in the direction of your next adventure before it washes away. In the meanwhile, it’s past nap time for me.”

“You and your naps,” Beatrice teased her as they parted ways with smiles and waves. She ran a finger over the colorful compass on the back of her hand as she headed to her house. Though she was satisfied enough with the current state of affairs, there was always a part of her that yearned for new experiences and regretted the predictability of such placid days. She wondered what Amelia found to make note of in that journal of hers since their routine varied so little. Now, she, Beatrice, could spin quite a few tales if she so chose.

Walking back into her many-turreted abode, her eye was caught by the typewriter on the roll-top desk. She hadn’t thought about writing in years, but why shouldn’t she give it a try? She placed a comfy cushion in the seat of the old wooden rolling chair to sit on, plucked a piece of blank paper from the top of the stack, and carefully rolled it into the machine.

At first, it was a slow meandering hunt-and-peck as she learned where the letter keys were and stumbled over her words. There was much X’ing out of mistakes and even some cursing muttered low under the breath in frustration, but before long, she got the hang of it. As the words started flowing, the pile of blank paper diminished, and Beatrice lost track of time as her imagination took flight.

[image: image-placeholder]An entire day passed without Amelia seeing her new neighbor, which was unusual as Beatrice had visited every day since they first met. Although Amelia sometimes exhibited annoyance at the interruptions, in truth, she had come to enjoy having company after so many years of doing without. By the second day, Amelia decided it was time for her to pay Beatrice a visit for a change and see what was happening. As she crossed over the bridge, a small part of her worried that her compass drawing had inspired Bea to take off on more travels, but surely she would have stopped by first to say goodbye?

As she climbed the steps of the pink house, Amelia was relieved to hear a tip-tap-tapping noise. She didn’t recognize the sound but was glad to find out Beatrice was still around and hadn’t deserted her. She peered into a window between the olive-green gauzy curtains that floated on the cooling breeze and saw Beatrice hunched over a typewriter in deep concentration.

Reluctant to disturb her, Amelia called through the window, “It’s only me! I brought you some fresh bread and a pot of honey. I’ll leave them here on the porch.”

The clatter stopped as Beatrice jumped up and ran to open the front door.

“Don’t be a silly,” Beatrice chided her. She grabbed Amelia by one arm and pulled her into the house, ushering her to a red velvet divan next to a grand piano.

“What a lovely instrument!”

“Do you play?”

Amelia set her offerings down on a low table and nodded. “A little. I took lessons as a child and have a mahogany spinet in an upstairs room I use for music and painting.”

“How wonderful! I don’t play a lick. Would you play something for me?”

“I never play for others, only myself. And never on such a grand instrument.”

“Melia, you’re so shy! You should show off more!”

“I’m not shy. I’m reserved. Something you are most definitely not.” She softened it with a smile, but Bea felt chastised for her boldness all the same and blushed.

“I’ll go make some tea for us,” she mumbled.

“No, I will, as apology for my quick tongue. I warned you I was full of sharp edges when we met.” Amelia gathered up the bread and honey. “Lead me to the kitchen and I’ll make it up to you.”

Beatrice guided her into a large sunny room that Amelia examined with curiosity. It was filled with white cabinets decorated with painted insects, fungi and plants. Dangling from the ceiling were dark wood herb-drying racks partially filled. The pebbled counters were covered with pots of paint and glasses with water and paintbrushes in them and a green crockery bowl filled with eggs of various sizes and colors. There was an old-fashioned cast-iron woodstove in one corner and an icebox in another. A rustic farmhouse table was surrounded by chairs carved with depictions of the moons, suns, and stars.

The kitchen opened up into a large conservatory greenhouse full of overgrown plants, but there were signs recent pruning was starting to turn chaos into order. The rooms were clean but cluttered with projects and tools. All in all, it was a warm, fragrant, and welcoming space if not as sparse and tidy as Amelia’s own tastes would have dictated. She decided she might come to feel comfortable there.

Amelia filled the kettle, lit the stove, and investigated the tea tin while they waited for the water to boil. “What type of strange mixture is this? Are you trying to poison us?”

Beatrice giggled. “It’s fresion, sargaroot, and dried moss berries. All good, healthy ingredients I found in the meadows out back.”

“Have you been living off just what you can forage? Most people do go shopping as well, you know. You should saddle up Sir Walks-a-lot later and glide into town to pick up a few things, including some real stout Lichen tea.”

“I suppose, though it’s a delightful game to see how long you can go without. The forest, meadows, and creek here are full of good things. The only thing I’ve missed is a bar of real chocolate.”

“With nuts?”

“With or without. I’m craving its smooth, rich taste.”

“Well, if you don’t go soon, I’ll pick some up for you next time I’m in town.”

The kettle gave out a piercing cry and Amelia brewed up the assortment of wild ingredients that must pass for tea, toasted some bread, and served it slathered with the wildflower honey she had harvested from her hoverbees.

“I missed you when you didn’t visit yesterday, Bea,” she confessed. “What have you been doing?”

“I got to thinking after we met last time about your journal and all my adventures and decided I should start writing them down. After all, I’ve led a very interesting life. Would you like to hear what I’ve written so far?”

“Yes!” came an enthusiastic chorus of voices from Amelia’s collection of tattoos, including a hearty “Arrrr!” from One-Eyed Jack. The owner of the tattoos looked considerably less enthusiastic. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to hear of her friend’s travels, but she was afraid the reminiscing would inspire Bea to take off for the road again, leaving her behind to readjust to a solitary life. But looking at Bea’s hopeful and excited face, Amelia hadn’t the heart to say no.

Beatrice ran to retrieve her typewritten pages and began to read her tale aloud as Amelia reached for a second piece of toast.
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Chapter 3
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Tale of a Sea Witch





My twenty-first summer I went to visit my granny at the seaside. She lived on the edge of town so near the water, you could hear the crash of waves from an open window. Granny and I were always close, so it didn’t surprise her when I showed up one day with nothing but my rucksack. It didn’t even shock her I had walked a week to get there. I didn’t have Sir Walks-a-lot or any other nuff yet as my parents feared my restless feet would get the better of me, but that didn’t stop me from roaming. 

Granny lived in a small cottage with a garden large enough to break my back with the work of it. She grew enough for her with plenty left over to pass on to the cooks at the Fisherfolk’s Retirement Inn. I’d weed the garden, water it, relocate any snails and slugs foolish enough to nibble there, and of course, harvest anything ripe.

Every Monday morning, I’d load up a handcart with whatever we had excess of: jars of pepper tomato jam, mamaberry wine, and all manner of fruits and vegetables. Sometimes Granny would even throw on a few waxed wheels of cheese as she made her own from some rambunctious goats she kept too.

(Remind me, Melia, to give you Granny’s recipe for that pepper jam. I made so much of it that summer, it’s permanently etched into my brain.)

The Fisherfolk’s Retirement Inn wasn’t far, and I found myself drawn in hook, line, and sinker to a whole mess of fish tales whenever I visited to deliver food. Everyone had one except for Miss Sorcha Delaney, who instead regaled me with a story of the local sea witch. Every year, this sea witch would come into town and try to win the heart of the prettiest girl around until one returned her love and affection. One particular year, that pretty girl happened to be Miss Delaney when she was young and had wild ginger corkscrew curls that fell to her waist.

Miss Delaney was still beautiful at the unusually advanced age of 152. She told me her long life and preserved good looks were because she’d been blessed by the love of a sea witch. I was sunk when I heard that and had to stay for the whole story as I adore anything to do with enchantments and magical folk. By the time she finished telling her tale, the sun was sinking low in the sky, and I had to rush so I wouldn’t be late for dinner.

I asked Granny about the sea witch when she was dipping up a bowlful of cuttleroot chowder for me. She stopped mid-scoop, staring at me.

“Beatrice, if the sea witch picks you and you fall in love with her, depending on how you look at it, you’ll be either blessed or cursed to travel all of Lichen over forever. She’ll come to you in your dreams throughout your life, as she’ll hold your heart always, but she too is chained by her own destiny, which isn’t to stay by your side.”

“How dreadful!” I replied.

Granny nodded her head and gave me my soup. The warning was too late, of course. I dipped my bread in my bowl and as I sucked on the creamy goodness of each soggy bite, I daydreamed about the sea witch and what she would think of me. Was I pretty? Was I pretty enough? I had always caught the eyes of young women that longed to comb my tangled curls with their fingers, but that was silly child’s play, not fit for an immortal being.

I went out that night to gaze at the moon. A soft, clear voice was singing a tale about an ill-fated albatross pair. The male flew away to seek food for his lady and their chick only to be lost in a hurricane never to return. As the melancholy melody continued, I followed the voice to see who was singing and knew without any introduction necessary it was the sea witch the moment I saw her.

Her long hair was as wavy as the incoming tide on a stormy day and of a brilliant aquamarine blue which amplified her olive-green eyes. She was long and willowy, a whole head taller than me, and radiated an aura of power. Her flowing, gauzy dress billowed in the wind like a sail and strings of seashells adorned her ankles. Banded rings of abalone shell graced each toe and pearl rings of every color bedecked her fingers.

Her throat was encircled by a necklace of teeth from creatures of the sea, and it chattered when she moved like a wind chime. I thought she had fish scales tattooed along her neck but learned later they were gills. She might live on shore, but she would always be part of the sea, able to breathe under its waters and converse with all its denizens.

She was the most dazzling being I’d ever seen, then or now, and she only had eyes for me as my own overflowed with tears from the sad song she had shared. She reached out a delicate lavender lace handkerchief to brush them away as she spoke to me.

“I am Coral, and you are the prettiest girl in town.”

“Prettier than Miss Delaney?”

“Sorcha takes her last journey tonight and I cannot go with her. I am ready for another pretty thing such as yourself. Come. Take my hand and we’ll walk along the edge of the waves and listen to the news the tide brings in.”

“Does the tide talk to you?”

“Yes. Would you like me to teach you how to understand the languages of the waves and the sky and the ever-restless winds?”

I smiled so wide I thought my face would split in two and nodded yes. Yes to learning the languages of nature and yes to becoming her pretty, her love. With a simple whisper of a sea spell from her lips to my ear, the secrets of wild things became an open book. I could understand so much that had been unknown to me that I was overwhelmed.

By the end of our walk, the sea breeze turned cold. I shivered from the chill and the new thoughts cascading into my mind. Coral wrapped her arms around me, and I leaned my head back tucked under her chin. I could feel her hold her breath a minute before she asked me hesitantly if I would like to come back to her cottage. She promised me a warming broth to thaw my bones and a roaring fire to sit beside. I joined her willingly in the inky black of night as we walked up a rough staircase cut into the cliff to a dark structure at the top.

She ran a steaming outdoor tub for me there under the stars, and I bathed in the moonlight, encircled by tallow candles set into abandoned abalone shells. The witch washed my hair, gently untangling the curls so that they dried like round downy owl chicks, covering my head and shoulders. She prepared the broth and a plate with two slices of crusty bread while I slipped a flowing tea-length lavender nightgown over my head.

“In the morning, I’ll collect your things from your grandmother’s house,” she said as she bade me goodnight.

When I woke the next morning, Granny and Coral were sitting at the sea witch’s kitchen table and my rucksack was on a chair by the front door.

“Good morning!” I cried, delighted to see my two favorites waiting for me.

Granny frowned and gave me a sad glance. “The grown people aren’t finished talking yet, child. Grab one of those mamaberries and take a little walk. Your sea witch will find you later, no doubt, after I’ve left.”

I didn’t argue the point of being called a child, for I knew in the grand scheme of things they were both much older and wiser than me, so I grabbed the fruit and obeyed without so much as a fare-thee-well to my granny. We Buttons never say goodbye even though we often take our leave. A goodbye sounds too final, like you never plan to see each other again.

When I walked outside into the daylight, I realized the sea witch lived at a famous landmark the locals called the Kaleidoscope Lighthouse. I’d seen it from a distance whenever I visited Granny but had never been up so close to it before. It quite took my breath away.

The entire thing was tiled in a vivid mosaic showcasing the wonders of nature: flora and fauna, rock and gem formations, entomology, ornithology, fungi and lichen, sea creatures and land creatures. The inside walls were painted a muted turquoise blue, and at the top of the tower, up a spiral staircase, was the renowned kaleidoscope light with its ever-changing pattern of colors and shapes that cut through the thickest fogs and steered ships away from the dangerous rocks near shore.

There were cliffs nearby with caves full of haunting tunes only heard during high tide when the caverns were unreachable by shore. The combination of the kaleidoscopic colors from the lighthouse and the eerie music gave the entire place the atmosphere of a carnival. In time, I would learn how to operate and maintain the light that kept the fisherfolk safe, but that morning, I was just in awe of being given the privilege of living in this remarkable dwelling.

I found the cut-rock staircase leading down to the ocean again and took it, looking for ways to stretch my time outside by exploring the beach. Having a playful and imaginative nature, I gathered dried starfish, seashells, fragments of coral, driftwood—anything and everything that caught my eye—and added them to my hair, tucking my curls into a seashore crown fit for a mermaid queen. I danced at the edge of the waves barely wetting my feet and sang for anyone to hear. I was young and carefree and still had a lot to learn.

The sea witch, however, was far older and wiser. Born of the ocean then cast out with the foam to fend for themselves on land or in the ocean as they chose, most sea witches were not tied to one place but were free to roam in search of adventures and new loves. When Coral was only a witchling, however, she was cursed to become caretaker of the lighthouse and live there forever.

The tower and light were very plain when she first arrived, but when you have all of eternity and cannot leave, what better way to pass the time than to add embellishments? The mosaics came first, and when every inch of the tower was covered, she turned her attention to the light, crafting the elaborate machinery and colored glass that made it unique among lighthouses and gave it its name.

When she had done everything she could think of to the lighthouse, Coral decided to build a small cottage beside it to make a cozier nest for herself and her loves. She built it out of pieces of driftwood she gathered on her walks and filled up chinks in the walls with bottles that washed up on shore.

Sometimes she found messages in the bottles and, if she was in the mood and had the power to do so, would grant the wish of whoever had sent them. The bottles also served as peepholes, but there wasn’t a soul around who would have dared to peek into the abode of a sea witch without invitation. It was said if you did look in, whatever it was you saw would be firmly etched upon your eyes. No matter how hard you tried, you could never see or recognize anything else again. Nobody knew if this was true, but no one wanted to be the first one to find out either.

The furniture was from ships that had wrecked long ago, and the rugs and curtains were woven from fishing nets that had drifted to shore. Her windchimes were made from shells and sea glass tied to fishing lines, and around the cottage were curious pieces of flotsam and jetsam she collected from the beach and sea.

A petrified octopus was hugging one of the posts of her four-poster bed with its eight arms. Coral explained she’d found it that way when she salvaged the bed and thought it wrong to remove the poor creature. I eventually carved three more from driftwood to keep it company on the other posts.

Herds of dried seahorses galloped along the fireplace mantel, and a tabletop with a spore board pattern painted on it was where we spent many an hour playing with small sand dollars and cat’s-eye seashells as markers. It is a unique and lovely house that will be forever etched upon my memory.

When Coral had finished her cottage and decorated it to her liking, she brought her first pretty one to live with her. In exchange for her lonely life tethered to the lighthouse, the sea witch laid claim to the fairest lass of the land, but only if she could win her love. If you give your heart to the witch, you are bound to her for life but are allowed to roam all of Lichen in her place.

When you are too tired or old to roam any longer, there is always a place at the Kaleidoscope Lighthouse waiting for you. Miss Delaney lived there in the cottage for many happy years with Coral until her advanced age made it safer for her to move to the Fisherfolk’s Inn. The night she died was the night I met Coral and won a place in her heart. It might sound cruel she didn't take time to grieve first. As an immortal, she looks at death as part of life and didn’t grieve for what was a long and joyous time together for her and Miss Delaney.

In exchange for my love, the sea witch gave me many gifts, chief among them the ability to communicate with and be at one with nature. I can forage and find food wherever I go and am never afraid of any living creature. She offered to change my appearance so I might look however I wished and stay forever young, but I chose to age as you see and be my natural self. She offered me immortality, but I declined it then, having no wish to outlive everyone and everything I’ve known. There is a special sweetness to life knowing it must come to an end, but that is not to say I might not change my mind someday.

We lived together for a blissful year in the driftwood cottage and it was during that time I began to whittle. For some, carving wood is simply a way to keep their hands busy, but for me it is a form of storytelling. Each creature I make has a soul that I discover in the wood. I send them back to Coral so she knows I haven’t forgotten her.

While I was living at the cottage, I discovered the locals believed the sea witch forbade me to leave her sight, but it wasn’t true. We knew from the start that our time together would be brief, and that made us cling to each other all the more and feel no need for other company.

Coral loved me deeply but told me I had one of the most restless souls she’d ever encountered and was destined to roam more than any other creature she had met. I didn’t believe her at first, but then on my next birthday, I woke up with itchy feet and knew I must travel and see more of Lichen or I would never be content again. She must have known as well because she’d already packed my rucksack and walked the first part of my journey with me before leaving me at twilight to return to the lighthouse where she is condemned to spend each night.

She visits me now in my dreams so I can tell her about my travels and the places where she can never visit. It may seem an unconventional relationship, but when you love someone as much as we love each other, you don’t need to be physically together to never feel apart. Leaving her on my birthday was like a present in itself, as I always look forward to a new adventure each year instead of looking back on it as the day we parted. That is why I always move on my birthday. To celebrate and take advantage of the freedom which is the greatest of the many gifts she has given me.
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