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Chapter 1




The basement archives of the Sloatsberg Public Library smelled of dust and old book bindings. Claire Hoffman sneezed for the third time that morning and used her wrist to nudge her glasses back up her nose. Her hands were already gray from old paper, and she’d only been here an hour. 

She took another leather-bound book from the donation boxes, handling the cracked spine with care. The Henderson estate had given the library all their historical documents after Mrs. Henderson died last month. Most were town records and family Bibles, but there were also cookbooks. Dozens of them, some from the 1800s, filled with handwritten recipes and remedies passed down by women through the years.

Claire loved this part of her job: the quiet, the discoveries, and the sense of connection to people who had lived and cooked in this town 150 years ago. At thirty-two, she had been head archivist for five years, and she still felt a thrill opening a book that might not have been touched in a century.

But this book felt different. She sensed it as soon as her fingers touched the cover.

The leather was softer than the others, worn smooth by many hands. There was no title on the spine. She opened it carefully, and the pages gave off a scent that didn’t fit the musty basement air—something sweet and green, like wild herbs after rain.

Inside, the handwriting was elegant, each letter carefully formed. The title page read, "A Collection of Receipts and Remedies for Matters of the Heart." Underneath, it said, "Compiled by Violet Hartwell, 1847."

Claire’s pulse sped up. She had cataloged hundreds of old cookbooks, but never one like this. These recipes weren’t for pies or preserves. They were for love.

"A Tonic to Ease Heartbreak," read one entry. Another said, "A Powder to Strengthen Affection Between Husband and Wife." There was also, "A Tea to Reveal One's True Feelings."

Claire told herself it was silly to get excited over what was clearly just folk medicine and superstition. Still, her hands shook a little as she turned the pages, reading about rose petals and moonlight, herbs picked at dawn, and words whispered over mixing bowls.

She nearly missed it, hidden near the back of the book. This entry was longer than the rest, written in darker ink, with small, careful warnings in the margins.

"The Heartwood Berry Cake," she read aloud, her voice echoing in the empty basement. "For those who have lost hope in love's arrival."

The recipe was detailed and specific. The berries had to be wild heartwood berries, found only in deep forest shade and never grown in gardens. They had to be picked at twilight, mixed into a simple vanilla cake with honey and cream, baked until golden, and served warm.

"The partaker will find their heart opened to love's possibility," Violet Hartwell had written. "But beware. The heart opened by artifice may not choose as you would wish. What blooms by magic must be tended by truth, or it will wither as quickly as it grew."

Claire sat back on her heels with the book in her lap. Of course, it was nonsense. Magic berries that made people fall in love belonged in fairy tales, the kind of romantic idea lonely women had believed in for centuries.

Maybe women like her.

She closed the book and stood up, brushing dust from her jeans. She would catalog it with the others, put it on the historical collection shelf, and forget about it. That was the professional thing to do.

But that evening, as she locked up the library and walked to her car in the dusk, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She wondered about Violet Hartwell writing those recipes in 1847, if she had believed in them, and if she had been lonely too. Claire’s apartment was quiet when she got home. It was always quiet. She had lived alone for three years, ever since her relationship with Brett ended. He moved to Chicago for a job, and she stayed in Sloatsberg because it was home, because she loved her work, and because she told herself that was enough.

She made herself pasta with vegetables for dinner and ate while scrolling through her phone. Her best friend Katherine had posted photos from her daughter’s birthday party. Her cousin had announced another pregnancy. The algorithm showed her endless couples, families, and people who seemed to know how to build lives that weren’t so quiet.

Before bed, she opened the library’s digital catalog on her laptop. She logged in with her staff credentials and searched for information about heartwood berries.

There wasn’t much. She found a few mentions in foraging guides from the 1800s, a 1923 botanical survey that called them "rare but present in old-growth forest areas of the Midwest," and a modern naturalist blog that described them as similar to blackberries but smaller, darker, with a heart-shaped leaf.

She also found a note that they still grew wild in the Hartwell Nature Preserve, just ten miles from town.

Claire closed her laptop and told herself she was being ridiculous. She was a serious professional, not someone chasing fairy tales about magic berries.

But the next morning was Saturday, she didn’t have to work, and the October woods would be beautiful. What harm could come from a walk in the nature preserve?

She told herself it was just a hike as she laced up her boots and grabbed her field bag. It was just a chance to enjoy the fall colors and get some fresh air. If she looked for heart-shaped leaves and small dark berries, that was only curiosity. Scientific interest.

The preserve was quiet when she arrived, with the parking lot nearly empty. A few hikers took the main trail, but Claire checked the map and chose a narrower path that led into the deeper woods. It was the kind of place where wild things still grew, untouched and unplanned.

The forest was full of fall color. Red and gold leaves filtered the morning sunlight, making everything look magical, and her boots crunched through the fallen leaves. She walked for almost an hour, following the trail deeper into the preserve, until she reached a part of the woods that felt older. The trees here were thicker, their trunks massive and marked by age.

There, in a shadowed hollow beside a fallen log, she found them.

The berries were small and dark, almost black, hanging in delicate clusters. The leaves were heart-shaped, just as the blog described, with serrated edges and a deep green color that caught the little light coming through the canopy.

Claire knelt beside the plant, her heart hammering. It was probably nothing. Probably just regular wild berries that wouldn't do anything except maybe give someone a stomachache.

But her hands shook as she took a small container from her bag and carefully picked a handful of ripe berries. They were heavier than she expected, full of juice, and stained her fingers a deep purple, almost like ink.

She didn’t know what she would do with them.

But she couldn’t bring herself to leave them behind.








