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      “In the Valley the fire claimed everything we owned. On the Coast I believed I had found the hands that could rebuild us. Yet every house breathes its secret fractures, and every heart carries the echo of what it once lost. I have learned the art of rising from ashes. Now I must learn the harder grace: to stand beside you in the heat, and not turn away.”


    

    
      — JL Smith
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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Blueprint of Ghost




The light in the bedroom was always the same. A thin, dusty gold filtering through white lace curtains, creeping across the floorboards as though trying not to disturb anything that still lingered there.




Eliza sat on the edge of the bed, fingers pressed into the familiar central dip in the old mattress. This hollow had held her through a thousand sleepless nights. Why does it still feel like a grave? Across the room, her wedding gown hung over a chair, a shimmering white shape that looked almost intrusive among the old shadows. This was her girlhood room, tucked deep in the interior where mountains stood like silent, jagged sentinels. In the corner, the small oval mirror on the dresser caught her eye, its wooden frame carved with worn rosebuds, silvering flaking away like old frost. 




She avoided her reflection. Her thumb pressed deeper into the dip. The room blurred as memories flooded her mind.




Smoke clung to the lace. Liam’s small body burned hot against her chest, his breathing shallow and ragged. She rocked him in the dark, tears hissing onto his forehead. “We’ll leave,” she whispered, voice cracking. “As soon as you’re strong again. We’ll go where the air is clean.” Outside, the valley glowed orange, vineyards crackling into ash. She pressed her lips to his damp hair and promised the impossible. “I lied to him. I lied to us both,” she thought.




The memory let her go. She exhaled, the present returning with the scent of old wood and lavender. “Breathe. Just breathe. That fire is gone. You are not.”




But the ghosts weren’t finished. They softened, became Brian.




Eight years, a lifetime compressed into moments. How did I miss him for so long?




She saw them in a dimly lit coffee shop, steam curling between them. Brian spoke quietly about a world that overlooked gentle men, his eyes steady and kind. She smiled, nodded, told herself she was helping him find someone who deserved him. He deserves better than someone still carrying ash. Later, she set him up, first with her best friend, then others. Handing him off with forced cheer while ignoring the ache beneath her ribs.  “He’ll thank me someday.”




Then came the apartment. Salt air drifted in; takeout grease dotted the coffee table. Friends laughed low around them. Their knees brushed—once, twice. She looked up. His gaze held hers and lingered one heartbeat too long. “Oh God, he sees me. Really sees me.” For eight years, they stood in sunlight, blind to its warmth. Now it flooded her skin. Not a storm. A homecoming.




She blinked back to the bedroom. Her hands trembled, bare and aching. “Don’t cry now. Not when the gown is waiting,” she whispered.




The memory of his proposal came back sharper and clearer than anything else.




She perched on his mother’s kitchen counter, legs swinging. Garlic and onions filled the air; his knife moved steadily through vegetables for the Sunday roast. He looked ordinary—apron crooked, sleeves rolled, focused. Dependable. He wiped his hands, vulnerability raw in his eyes. “Stay,” he said. “Forever.” No spectacle—just quiet certainty. Yes. A thousand times, yes. But the old fear whispered: What if I ruin this too?




Soft clinks of teacups drifted from the front room, followed by low voices—her mother and the aunties around the old table. The house was small; words carried easily. Eliza froze.




Her mother first, softer than the rest. “She’s come this far, hasn’t she? Through the fire, the whispers. Maybe this Brian… maybe he’s steady enough for her and Liam.”




Tante Marie snorted. “Steady? He’s a city boy. What does he know about a small-town girl like Eliza? They’ll never make it past the first hard season.”




Another auntie: “And what about the boy she lost—no, raised alone? She still carries those ghosts. He’ll tire of it.”




Eliza’s jaw tightened. They speak as if the fire took my choices along with the vineyards. Liam was fine now—thirteen, strong, chasing his own life in Cape Town. But they still reduced her to scars.




Enough.




She stood, bare feet silent on the cool floorboards.  I ran once. Not anymore.




Eight years of shared meals, failed dates, and silent understanding. That must be stronger than gossip, stronger than fire. Stronger than their fears, stronger than hers.




She reached for the gown. The silk feels cool and heavy, like armor forged from scorched earth. This isn’t an escape. This is the arrival.




She was about to walk down that hallway and show them—her mother, the aunties, the ghosts—what it looked like to finally be seen. And to see herself.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Anchor Holds




Toby’s flat sat above the hardware store right on the main street of the dorp. Through the small window you could see the jagged valley mountains standing close, the same ones that had watched Eliza grow up. Brian stood in front of the bathroom mirror, fumbling with his tie. Morning light came in slanted and caught the steam still rising from his shave. Toby leaned in the doorway, arms folded, grinning like he’d already won the day.
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