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Seeds of Memory

The garden remembers what we forget.

This simple truth has been passed down through generations of Hamilton women, though never in words. More a feeling than a lesson, an understanding that grows like perennials returning after winter—expected yet somehow still surprising in their persistence.

Martha Hamilton knows this as she kneels in the March soil, arthritic fingers working methodically despite the morning chill. At seventy-eight, her body protests such labors with increasing frequency, each joint articulating its objections in distinct tonal qualities that only she can hear. Her right knee produces a precise C-sharp when bent beyond comfort; her left shoulder vibrates at F-minor when she reaches too far. These sensory translations have been her lifelong companions, though lately they’ve intensified—colors from sound, taste from texture, touch generating musical notes that linger in the air before dissolving.

The Wisconsin ground beneath her palms feels alive in a way that transcends seasonal awakening. Something deliberate stirs beneath the surface—not the patient unfurling of dormant roots, but purposeful movement, like fingers rearranging objects in the dark. The soil vibrates at exactly 26 hertz, the documented resonance of root cells elongating, though nothing should be growing with such intention this early in spring.

“You’re planning something,” Martha whispers to the garden, her words materializing as small violet clouds that hover momentarily before dissipating on the breeze. Her gaze drifts to the corner where Joseph’s tiger lilies always bloomed in summer—a curved bed near the property line that he had edged with stones collected from Miller’s Creek, each one placed with the meticulous care that characterized everything he created.

No response comes beyond the subtle shifting of the earth between her fingers. But Martha knows better than to expect immediate answers. Gardens operate on different timescales than human impatience—their communications measured in seasons rather than seconds, in growth patterns rather than grammatical structures.

She has tended this plot for fifty-seven years, ever since Joseph brought her home as a young bride to the house his family had occupied for three generations. Through decades of careful cultivation, the garden has absorbed fragments of the Hamilton family history—arguments and reconciliations, celebrations and losses, secrets spoken aloud only when speakers believed no one was listening.

Plants, Martha knows, remember everything we tell them. The research she’d followed in botanical journals over the years confirmed what gardeners had intuited for centuries—plants store environmental information in their cellular structures, even adapting their gene expression in response to specific sound frequencies. Dr. Monica Gagliano’s studies have demonstrated that plants can retain and respond to environmental conditioning for weeks, a form of memory without neurons that has revolutionized the understanding of botanical intelligence.

The letter had arrived yesterday—a cream-colored envelope, expensive stationery, postmarked from Boston, where her granddaughter Lily had built a life deliberately distant from Eden Creek. Martha hasn’t opened it yet. Five years of silence following Clara’s memorial service had crystallized into a pattern that seemed unbreakable, the distance between grandmother and granddaughter expanding beyond mere geography into something that felt permanent.

However, the garden has been restless since the envelope’s arrival, as if it were preparing for a significant change. The soil temperature has elevated by precisely 1.7 degrees in specific patches, creating microclimate variations that defy meteorological explanation. Certain plants have reoriented overnight, their stems bending toward particular alignments that correspond to no obvious source of light. Even the air carries unusual frequencies—vibrations just below the threshold of conventional hearing that translate synesthetically into faint copper ripples at the edge of Martha’s perception.

She rises slowly, brushing soil from her palms, each particle creating a distinct musical note as it falls back to earth. The garden stretches before her—dormant but expectant, winter-brown but somehow alert, like an orchestra quietly taking position before the conductor’s first gesture. Something is coming. The garden knows, even if Martha doesn’t yet understand.

In the kitchen, the unopened letter waits on the table beside her morning coffee. The envelope appears to pulse slightly, though Martha understands that this is likely a synesthetic translation rather than a physical property. Still, its presence generates subtle distortions in the surrounding air, as if the paper itself exists slightly out of phase with ordinary reality.

Martha sits, wrapping arthritic fingers around her coffee mug, drawing warmth into joints that ache with approaching rain. The liquid creates concentric amber rings as it settles, each one corresponding to a specific musical note in an ascending scale. She has lived with these sensory crossings for seventy-eight years, her perception of reality more textured and layered than most could imagine. Colors have always had specific frequencies; voices have always generated visible patterns; textures have always translated to distinct tastes that linger on her tongue.

However, lately, these translations have intensified—becoming more pronounced and more complex in their manifestations. The doctor calls it synesthesia, as if naming the phenomenon somehow explains it. Martha knows better. Names describe but rarely illuminate. The borders between her senses have always been permeable, but now they seem to be dissolving entirely, creating perceptual experiences that transcend conventional categories altogether.

The envelope continues its subtle pulsing, patience tinged with increasing urgency. Martha finally reaches for it, her fingers creating brief cascades of blue-green sparks as they contact the paper. The sensation is unusual—not the typical texture-to-taste translation she expects, but something more profound, as if the envelope itself carries currents that interact with her nervous system directly.

Inside is a single sheet of paper; Lily’s precise handwriting is immediately recognizable, despite the years of separation. The ink seems to vibrate at specific frequencies, each word generating synesthetic responses that extend beyond mere visual processing:

Grandmother,

I’ve been dreaming of your garden. Every night for a week now—tiger lilies blooming out of season, peonies singing with Mom’s voice, roses that pulse with heartbeats. I don’t know what it means, but it feels important.

I’ll be arriving on the afternoon train this Thursday. You don’t need to meet me at the station.

—Lily

The words create complex sensory harmonics as Martha reads them—not just visual processing but full-spectrum translation that engages all perceptual channels simultaneously. Each sentence generates specific color patterns, auditory frequencies, tactile sensations, and aromatic signatures that combine into a multidimensional experience rather than mere communication.

Most striking is the reference to impossible flowers—botanical manifestations that exactly match the garden’s recent behavior. Tiger lilies couldn’t possibly bloom in March in Wisconsin. Peonies don’t sing with human voices. Roses don’t pulse with cardiac rhythms. Yet the soil’s unusual warmth, the plants’ strange reorientations, the air’s atypical vibrations—all suddenly acquire potential explanation through Lily’s impossible dreams.

Martha sets the letter down carefully, as if it might alter further upon additional contact. Her coffee has cooled, the concentric amber rings now stationary rather than expanding. Outside the kitchen window, the garden appears unchanged to casual observation—dormant beds awaiting spring’s permission, bare branches patient for seasonal transformation, soil temporarily barren before renewal.

But Martha’s enhanced perception reveals subtle alterations already underway. The Earth is shifting in precise patterns beneath specific growth sites. The air carries distinct frequencies above the tiger lily bulbs, around the dormant peony roots, and near the rose bushes Joseph planted for their tenth anniversary. Energy signatures that shouldn’t exist are manifesting in botanical systems that should remain dormant for weeks yet to come.

The garden is preparing for something extraordinary.

Martha’s phone rings—that distinctive electronic tone that translates synesthetically into pulsing indigo spheres that hover briefly before dissolving. The caller ID displays Dr. Eleanor Shaw, her physician for fifteen years and perhaps the only person in Eden Creek who might understand what’s happening without immediate dismissal as age-related confusion.

“Martha? It’s Eleanor Shaw. I’ve been reviewing your test results from last week’s physical, and there’s something I’d like to discuss in person. Are you available this afternoon?”

The voice generates copper-gold ripples that expand outward with each word, their patterns revealing concern beneath professional composure. Martha has known Eleanor long enough to recognize the subtle tonal shifts that indicate medical findings requiring delicate communication rather than routine follow-up.

“Of course, Eleanor. Is everything alright?”

A pause, brief but significant. “Nothing immediately concerning, but I’ve found some unusual activity in your temporal lobe readings from the EEG. The qEEG spectral analysis shows heightened gamma wave synchronization patterns that aren’t typical for your age demographic. Probably nothing to worry about, but worth discussing. Would two o’clock work?”

Martha agrees to the appointment, though her attention remains divided between the conversation and the garden’s continuing subtle transformations. Something is beginning—not just Lily’s impending arrival after five years of silence, not just the unusual neurological readings requiring medical discussion, but a fundamental shift in the underlying parameters of reality. The garden knows; Martha senses; everything is preparing.

After ending the call, Martha returns to the window overlooking her domain, which has been her home for fifty-seven years. The garden appears patient yet expectant beneath the March sky, winter-brown yet somehow alert, dormant yet purposeful. Within its carefully tended boundaries, something extraordinary is germinating—not just botanical growth, but possibility itself, a potential that transcends the conventional understanding of what gardens contain and create.

Seeds of memory have been planted in this soil for decades—three generations of Hamilton women tending growth both visible and hidden, cultivating connections that extend beyond individual consciousness into collective understanding that transcends conventional limitations. What Clara began as Martha’s daughter and Lily’s mother, what Martha maintained through decades of careful cultivation, what Lily has somehow perceived despite geographical separation—all converging now into a transformation that none could fully anticipate alone.

The garden remembers what we forget. This simple truth has been passed down through generations of Hamilton women, though never in words. Now it prepares to demonstrate this understanding with impossible flowers and recovered memories, with sensory revelations and consciousness transfer, with reconciliation that extends beyond family healing into revolutionary comprehension of what connection essentially means.

Martha Hamilton stands at the window, watching as subtle energies continue gathering beneath the surface of ordinary reality. Her enhanced perception reveals preparations underway that conventional observation would miss entirely—botanical systems organizing for extraordinary manifestation, environmental conditions aligning for unprecedented transformation, boundaries between separate categories becoming increasingly permeable.

Thursday approaches. Lily returns. The garden is prepared. Everything waits for a catalyst that will initiate a chain reaction beyond current understanding—stroke-induced synesthetic intensification that will allow perception of what has always existed beneath conventional awareness, botanical manifestations that will reveal consciousness preservation beyond individual mortality, and connection restoration that will demonstrate the possibility of reconciliation across temporal and emotional boundaries.

Seeds of memory stir beneath the March soil, preparing to bloom into tomorrow’s garden.
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The First Bloom

The sound came first—a soft, nearly undetectable crack occurred beneath Martha’s fingertips. Not the expected snap of a twig, nor the familiar crumble of dry soil, but something that felt more fundamental: a sound just like the membrane between seasons rupturing, as winter and summer did seem to collide beneath her palms.

In mid-air, Martha Hamilton did pause, with trowel suspended. After seventy-eight years spent with her hands in Wisconsin earth, every texture, every resistance, was familiar to her. This was different. The garden had never made this sound before now, not even when the clay split into wounds during the great drought of ‘98.

She murmured “Odd,” tilting her head for better vibration capture. A thin whine in the late March wind occurred because telephone wires were humming with the frost melt—ordinary sounds. From the soil, this new frequency did not originate. It seemed to come from the soil itself.

Her palm was pressed so flat against that cold ground. It was again there, and a whisper-crack she did feel more than she heard, as if fast-forward seeds were deciding to germinate. Martha frowned. It was too early in the day for most sprouts to emerge. Eden Creek remained in the grip of that last frost that was still occurring.

It changed as the sound rippled outward, traveling up her arm. First came a click of a door latch, then a child’s laugh, then the sound of radio static. Martha jerked. Her hand went away. The confusion lasted only seconds, yet it left her dizzy because the garden tilted dangerously toward the left.

She tried to stand. As the horizon wobbled, each familiar plant bed drifted out of alignment like misplaced puzzle pieces. Blue, visible ripples did carry the distinct taste of copper as her breath escaped.

She believed that was wrong since she saw things. You can’t taste colors.

Everything went quiet then, and the garden rushed to meet up with her.

“Mild cerebrovascular event,” the young doctor said, with his voice crackling like autumn leaves. No, that wasn’t right. Voices didn’t crackle. Martha might have noticed dried small pieces, though. They were falling from his mouth as he spoke.

“Mrs. Hamilton, fortunately, the MRI shows no permanent damage.” He tapped his tablet. Martha watched as small teal waves spread across the screen from his fingertips. “However, you’re describing some unusual sensory experiences, toward which those experiences could point to synesthesia.”

Martha felt the rough hospital sheet beneath her palms. “Synthesis?” Martha asked. The cotton threads rasped against her skin like dried corn husks, briefly triggering the sensation of autumn’s harvest preparations from decades ago.

With her swift stride, Dr. Shaw corrected, “Synesthesia,” as she was entering the room. For nearly fifteen years now, Eleanor Shaw had been Martha’s doctor. Martha thought of her as the sole doctor. “It is a neurological state where one sense’s stimulation causes experiences automatically in a different sense. This includes that type of crossing like when you hear colors or taste sounds.”

Martha frowned. “I am not making all of it up.”

Dr. Shaw said, “No one’s suggesting you are,” plus he pulled up a chair. Her voice was steadier; it resonated at a lower frequency than the young doctor’s. “Synesthesia is quite real; sometimes stroke patients develop it temporarily because your brain is rewiring itself after the event since pathways can get creative during recovery.”

Martha nodded slowly, recalling blue’s flavor. The sound of the soil was deciding upon something.

“We will keep you overnight for observation,” Dr. Shaw went on. “I think you’ll be back to your garden tomorrow.” Just be careful. Do not lift heavy objects at all. Try to avoid bending. “Sit down at once if the sensory overlaps become disorienting.”

Martha did protest, “I have seedlings for transplant.”

“The seedlings can wait,” Dr. Shaw said, and her smile was firm though soft. “Martha, you’ve had a warning so heed it.”

In the doctor’s eyes was a glint Martha knew—that familiar spark of scientific curiosity. Eleanor was always a physician, and she approached medicine like Martha once approached her classroom of third-graders with wonder barely contained by professionalism. Dr. Shaw added, “Actually, would you mind keeping track of these sensory experiences?” She took out her notebook. Just notes—nothing formal. Synesthesia that is developing in real-time is uncommon. Could be valuable data.“

With just a slight nod, Martha then sighed, thus conceding. Dr. Shaw started to go. Martha then caught at her sleeve. ”Eleanor…is this—will things start to get forgotten by only me next?“

Unplanned as it was, the question emerged raw with the fear she’d carried since finding Joseph in their kitchen twenty-seven years before, unable to remember her name.

Her hand covered Martha’s, which was now Dr. Shaw’s. ”This isn’t dementia, Martha. Different mechanism entirely. Your memories are intact. “They might just present themselves differently only for a while.”

Martha wasn’t entirely comforted. For decades, she had carefully managed her memories, keeping certain ones locked away to prevent further hurt. What about if they began leaking out unbidden? If they showed as smells or sounds, she lacked control.

The farmhouse welcomed Martha with familiar creaks as Carolyn helped her past the door the following afternoon. Dust motes that seemed to chime faintly as they spiraled in the air were catching March sunlight stretched thin across the worn kitchen floors.

Carolyn set Martha’s overnight bag on the counter, offering, “I can stay, you know.” At seventy-six, Carolyn Pierce moved with such enviable agility, and her age did not belie her energy. “Make up the guest room. It’s a simple task.”

Martha smiled. “To hear you fuss over me for days? No thank you. I’m fine, Caro. Truly. You have been rescuing me since we were ten and you pulled me from Miller’s Creek. I think that I can manage it. It is just a little dizziness.”

Carolyn snorted. “You were, in fact, floating face-up rather melodramatically, and that creek was only about three feet deep.” She motioned toward Martha’s still-pale complexion. “This is not the same thing.”

Carolyn’s skepticism was palpable. Well, later I’m bringing dinner without any arguments.

After Carolyn left, the house was quiet, as if someone else had arrived. After the decades that followed Joseph’s death, Martha had grown accustomed to solitude and even came to prefer it. Yet now, in this time, the emptiness seemed to make its acoustics. It was its hollow resonance that made her uneasy then.

Each dust mote chimed faintly as it spiraled, dancing through a late afternoon light shaft. A specific memory ignited a brief picture: Clara near the piano, small hands pushing ivory keys, the metronome sounding. Like a child’s music box, the note was sweet and high. Martha inhaled sharply, and the image vanished. It disappeared quickly. These memory intrusions were beginning to follow a pattern, and they surfaced with increasing frequency.

Martha went to the window that overlooks her garden. The gentle slope where Hamiltons had coaxed food from the earth was visible to her here. Dormant beds awaited permission from spring. They were brown and restrained.

Except—

Martha blinked, leaning closer to the glass. It was an impossible sight, just near the kitchen door inside the herb section: tall stems crowned by vibrant orange blooms within a cluster.

Tiger lilies. In March.

Before her eyes could fully process the visual anomaly, her ears caught the high, clear tone of orange vibrating at a frequency that made her molars ache. The color was signaling to her in singing.

Martha, forgetting her jacket, did fumble with the door handle. She moved toward the flowers as the Wisconsin air bit right through her sweater. Here stood tiger lilies, fully formed and impossibly energetic amid the late-winter landscape, though they bloom in July.

“Impossible,” she whispered, as a tentative hand reached.

Around her, the air hummed when her fingers brushed the nearest petal. Though thick and sweet, the scent rose; it also sounded, not just smelled. It was indeed a sound having both texture and temperature. This sound wrapped about her like a physical presence.

After that, she exited her garden.

She was thirty-four, standing on a July evening at this very spot. As Joseph laughed, he came toward her with an armful of tiger lilies that he’d cut from the back bed.

His voice held that distinct resonance. He stated, “For my best girl,” a feeling like warm honey she always felt. Clara, only six, danced around near his legs as she tried to reach the flowers.

“Me too, Daddy! I am your best girl now.”

Joseph pulled one lily, then winked at Martha, presenting it to Clara using a big bow. “Then, for my best girls as well.”

Clara grabbed the bloom with such pressure that it was always too tight; her fingers wrapped around its stem, and Martha felt a familiar urge to adjust how she held it. Clara then pressed the blossom to her cheek, and tiger-orange pollen left a smudge like a sunspot, needing three washings later for removal. Of Clara’s fine hair, its texture caught at the evening light such that each strand was just a separate filament of copper, and Martha realized she’d forgotten how each curl had its direction, its own will.

The summer heat was a sensation that Martha could feel on her skin, a vivid memory, so she could smell Joseph’s aftershave with the flowers mingling. The exact cadence of his laugh was audible to her as a detail her conscious recollection had long since lost.

Martha blinked back into the present when she found herself kneeling upon the cold, damp dirt. Her hand was still extended out toward the impossible blooms. Their orange petals vibrate slightly to emit a frequency just below the range of human hearing.

Martha withdrew her hand. The connection then broke, and the memory faded just like the mist, leaving only its emotional residue behind.

“Stroke aftermath,” she firmly told herself. “Neurological confusion.”

Something caused her to glance back as she was returning to the house. Lilies persisted because their presence seemed stubbornly contrary to the landscape, browned by winter.

During the afternoon, Martha repeatedly drew herself toward the window, checking that the lilies still existed. Each time, they seemed subtly different. Additionally, the orange deepened as the sun set, and the petals appeared more relaxed, as if they had fully settled into their existence. Before the evening, she could have sworn that they had multiplied. It went past that first grouping.

After some dinner (Carolyn’s casserole, which she had dropped off with the strict instructions for rest), Martha took herself and her tea to the porch, where it was that she sat. As the light faded, they seemed more energetic, so the lilies glowed in the twilight’s color. Martha watched them, afraid of the memories that might surface if she touched them, again not trusting herself to approach.

Careful partitions had been built within her mind for decades. After Joseph died so young, after estrangement from Clara, after Clara’s death and the final break with Lily, Martha learned to contain grief, storing it where it couldn’t ambush daily activities. These vivid, sudden remembrances felt like they were dangerous breaches in a necessary wall.

“Grandmother, it is yourself you are not protecting from pain.” Lily’s last words, spoken to her five years ago, resonated suddenly. You’re walling yourself off from everything. Everyone spoke.“ The charge arose in their last fight, at Clara’s service—the service Martha reached an hour later because she felt grief she hid, but her granddaughter grieved openly.

“Just neurological misfires,” she repeated to herself once again. “It will surely pass.”

Martha prepared for bed with practiced efficiency, just as someone who has long lived alone would. Doors were double-checked, the thermostat was adjusted, and someone took evening medication with a careful sip of water. The small white pill dissolved upon her tongue with a sound like distant wind chimes. Afterward, the sensation of velvet pressing against her inner ear lingered, a delicate, completely foreign pressure neither painful nor pleasant.

That sensation fleetingly transported her to her old classroom, where the velvet texture mirrored the classroom reading corner where she’d gathered her third-graders for story time. Martha briefly stayed in it, because the memory came with unexpected warmth rather than the usual ache. These sensing routes could be mixed. However, this particular crossing felt almost like a welcome.

Martha blinked as she steadied herself on the counter. These sensory crossovers were becoming more frequent now. They were not becoming less frequent now.

Dr. Shaw had mentioned that he would place a call if the symptoms worsened. Martha eyed the card that listed her number. She put it face down on the nightstand, then on purpose. Martha felt that a deeper force existed, one that Eleanor Shaw’s expertise couldn’t handle, yet the physician possessed a rational method to explain what had occurred.

She was almost asleep. Then she heard it.

The sound was unmistakable because the soil was shifting and something was growing, accompanied by a micro-crackle. An urgent emergence, an accelerated pushing-through, but not the normal plants’ patient, subtle growth. It originated right underneath her bedroom window. The sound was too loud for it to be natural, and its rhythm kept it from being the wind.

In the dark, Martha lay in her rigid bed, listening to the garden rearrange itself. It had a pattern, like Morse code or some other deliberate communication. She believed it was responding illogically. It responded to her heartbeat.

She should get up and do so, that is for sure. An investigation is also warranted. Weariness weighed down on her limbs, and in the confines of her mind, echoes of Dr. Shaw’s warnings about overexertion echoed. Tomorrow, she decided. She would see on the morrow what had grown in the night. She would now let sleep overtake her. However, the earth continued to whisper under her window.

Martha was lulled to sleep by the sound of impossibility rooting. Slowly repeated in a voice she had tried very hard to forget, her last conscious thought sounded like her name with the faint, sweet scent of peonies just at the threshold of perception that shouldn’t bloom for months yet beneath it.
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Impossible Peonies

Morning arrived with a particular quality of light that Martha recognized before she opened her eyes. It was a silvery diffusion unique to early spring, when winter hadn’t quite relinquished its grip yet, allowing thin sunlight to negotiate terms. She lay still, because she listened for the house’s familiar morning soundtrack: the refrigerator’s steady drone, the heating system’s awakening clicks, the distant crow calls that always preceded full dawn in Eden Creek.

But even beneath these known frequencies, something other did vibrate, as if not belonging.

Martha looked from her head toward the window. She tracked down the anomalous sound. Her mind supplied it inexplicably—at 174 hertz, or so it seemed, as if her ears overnight had acquired laboratory equipment’s precision. The tone corresponded to a color that she could taste yet couldn’t name: earthy, with distinct notes of something sweeter than iron underneath.

Her collapse in the garden and the hospital visit began yesterday’s chain of events. Dr. Shaw explained synesthesia, but also the impossible tiger lilies remained. Martha’s perception would not normalize, and she had held onto hope. For her, the clarity of morning was not on her side. However, the world looked ready to break free. Normal limits did not significantly restrain it.

With care, she rose, mindful of movements that were sudden, as warned by Dr. Shaw. Under her feet, the floorboards creaked familiarly. The sound had left just a trail of pale blue phosphorescence that then dissolved momentarily. Martha waited until the sensory overlay subsided, steadied herself against the bedpost, and closed her eyes. Each beat left a faint indigo afterimage behind her eyelids, and her pulse thudded in triplets.

After she opened them again, the visual echo faded, but the strange vibration persisted, drawing her toward the window like a thread hooked under her sternum. The garden sat quietly in the light of morning, covered in dew.

Now their improbable orange is subdued, the tiger lilies remained, as if they settled into some reality more comfortably in the night. But Martha caught sight of something new, a deep pink that shocked her in that place where her herb bed should have held only thyme, oregano, and last year’s dormant sage remnants.

“No,” she then whispered, and then the word emerged with a scent that was like burnt toast.

Through that house, Martha moved with an uncharacteristic haste. She didn’t bother to put on her robe. The kitchen’s familiar territory felt subtly altered. The light clicked lemony, the refrigerator hummed lowly, and the linoleum seemed to shift when viewed peripherally. She was focused solely on reaching the garden door, so she ignored these distortions.

She stepped onto that back porch in her nightgown and all. The cold air stung that morn. There were peonies clustered in that place in undeniable abundance. Perfect globe-shaped blooms were at various stages of unfurling. Peonies show deep pink petals edged in white—Clara’s favorites.

Late May is when peonies bloom.

Martha’s bare feet sensed temperature changes from wood to concrete to soil like musical notes of increasing pitch. The herbs had been displaced, not damaged, but rearranged to accommodate the peonies. It was almost as if the garden had, in fact, politely made room for these new arrivals.

Martha said, “This isn’t real,” even as her certainty wavered. The unmistakable scent of all the flowers—sweet, complex, with undertones that then reminded her of some expensive face powder and summer rainstorms—was carried with the morning breeze. The scent had taken a sound along with it, like some chiming. The chiming felt familiar yet just beyond conscious recognition.

She reached out, hesitant after yesterday’s vivid memory episode. Petals that shouldn’t exist for months yet radiated warmth. Her fingertips hovered above the nearest bloom.

“Mrs. Hamilton? Is it alright if you are out back there?”

Dr. Shaw’s voice cut through Martha’s trance. Eleanor, clutching her medical bag, walked down the garden path, her worried posture obvious as she turned.

“You’re in your nightgown, Martha. And you are barefoot.” The doctor spoke with words that created small ripples of amber in the air between them.

Martha gestured. She pointed in the direction of the peonies. “Do you see them?”

Dr. Shaw followed her gaze, nodding slowly. “Yes, they are quite lovely, are they not, those pink flowers? Are these early bloomers this year?”

“They are peonies,” Martha stated with a flat tone. They do bloom around late May. They bloom not within Wisconsin. They never bloom in March.

With her clinical gaze now shifting between Martha and the flowers, Dr. Shaw set her bag down. “I mentioned this morning I’d check in with you. Carolyn, your neighbor, called because she was worried.”

Martha felt a surge of irritation so intense that it manifested as a sour, yellow taste. “Eleanor, I’m not confused at all. These flowers shouldn’t be here.”

“I believe you’re seeing peonies,” Dr. Shaw spoke carefully, her gentle tone like fingers circling a crystal rim. “Let’s go inside, talk about what might be happening, and get you warmed up. And I believe they feel and look completely real to you.”

Martha allowed herself to be guided back toward that house, but she cast just one more glance at those impossible flowers at first. One blossom’s petal fell as she watched, as a perfect B-flat lingered in the air, then drifted down.

Martha listened as Dr. Shaw explained the neurological mechanisms that could be at work inside. With tea steaming before her, she was wrapped in her robe.

She said, “The synesthesia follows neural pathways we are just beginning to understand.” Her pen was making tiny spirals of sound as she then made notes. “Think of it as if your brain creates detours around the affected areas because these new routes do connect regions that normally do not communicate directly.”

Martha watched the doctor’s pen move across the page since each stroke released faint musical notes. “What of memories? What of the vividness?”

“Memory is sensory down at its core,” Dr. Shaw explained, and her clinical tone softened. Her eyes brightening with curiosity, she did look up, stating, “What we’re seeing might be your brain accessing memory through these new sensory crossroads, retrieving details that were always stored but not easily accessible. Your case could teach us something outstanding about the way memory is encoded.”

Martha leaned forward. She insisted, “But that they are physical”. She tapped her fingernails against the mug also. A perfect gold circle hovered for a moment, dissolving with each tap. “Those peonies were there, you know.”

“I saw pink flowers,” Dr. Shaw said with a gentle correction. “Your visual cortex might be improving what is present, given your wide-ranging gardening knowledge, early spring blooms interpreted through emotional associations and expertise.”

Because Martha’s skepticism likely showed on her face, Dr. Shaw changed tactics. “Let’s approach this differently. Martha, from your teaching days that I recall, you are a scientist at heart, always were. Let us objectively document what is happening now. Keep a journal around these experiences, if you would. I would appreciate it.“

From inside her bag, she withdrew a leather-bound notebook and placed it on the table between them. Martha noticed faint concentric rings of purple expanding outward from where the notebook had touched the wood, since it had landed with a sound like distant church bells.

Dr. Shaw tapped the cover: “Record everything—what you taste, smell, hear, see. Note any memory associations. Patterns might emerge which could then help us to understand just what is happening. Your field notes is how you should think of it.”

Martha traced the notebook’s spine with one finger because she felt the texture translate into soft clicks. ”You think I’m hallucinating.“

Dr. Shaw countered, ”I think that your perception“. It has truly been altered. ”That’s different. New connections were then created at a time when the stroke affected brain pathways. These experiences seem coherent like they’re not random, which is fascinating. They follow a logic.“

Martha considered this. Tiger lilies sparked Joseph and Clara’s memories. The peonies… she had not yet touched them at all, nor had she allowed herself to experience that memory they might still harbor.

Martha did quietly say that “Clara loved peonies.” As a teenager, she saved her allowance for weeks to buy peony roots. She planted them herself, despite knowing nothing about proper depth or spacing.

Dr. Shaw’s expression softened. “And she did plant them at what location?”

Martha said, ”That exact spot,“ with the unexpected weight of realization landing, ”where they’re blooming now.“

After Dr. Shaw departed, Martha returned to her bedroom, making a promise to call immediately if she felt confused or dizzy. She dressed for the March chill with systematic care, layering on sturdy gardening shoes, although her thoughts remained fixed on the peonies.

That spring, Clara had been fifteen, even showing signs of the stubborn independence that would later drive such a wedge between them. Martha did remember the determined expression on her daughter’s face as she dug into all the soil, refusing any help. Her daughter had brushed aside Martha’s suggestions regarding proper drainage and sunlight requirements.

She’d insisted, “I know what I’m doing, Mom,” even though she didn’t. Martha secretly amended the soil later on, when Clara was not looking.

Even with Clara’s horticultural inexperience, the peonies had thrived. Each May, they bloomed reliably for years afterward, until Martha finally removed them after Clara left, because she could no longer bear their annual reminder of absence.

They were here once more now, impossibly present, as if time itself had folded back.

Martha got Dr. Shaw’s notebook and a pen, and next she walked back to the garden. A slight warmth arrived that morning, but the steady chill kept neighbors indoors. Martha approached the peony bed, grateful for the privacy, notebook open, pen poised.

She wrote:

March 17, 2025. 9:45 AM. Peonies in herb bed. Deep pink. Fully formed. Scent carries sound with a high pitch. The sound is like some small bells. Their temperature surrounds flowers, which are nearly 5 degrees warmer than air.

Martha hesitated, then added:

The location corresponds precisely to the site in which Clara planted some peonies back in 1987.

Her pen moved across the paper, releasing a faint cinnamon scent from each stroke. The cinnamon scent lingered over the page as she wrote. Ink humming at a frequency below the range of human hearing vibrated her wrist’s bones. Each word, creating unique resonance, made writing feel now like playing an instrument, though it never was sensory.

The notebook was shut and then placed upon the garden bench. She then faced the flowers. She would not resist this memory at this time. She would meet head-on whatever her mind was processing, whatever her altered perception was trying to communicate.

Martha reached out fingers extended toward the bloom nearby.

A low current passed from flower toward fingertip—literally, not metaphorically—the contact was electric. The peony’s texture, registering first as sound, gradually resolved into a familiar voice, which then became a sustained chord.

”Mom! Look! Blooming, they finally are!“

In the May sunshine, Clara, at sixteen, gangly and energetic, stood before her. Her copper hair did catch the light—so like Lily’s would be in years later—each strand seemed to conduct sunlight instead of just reflecting it. Patches that she’d thrifted covered the ridiculous oversized denim jacket that she insisted on buying. Before, Martha couldn’t possibly have remembered the distinct rhythmic swish-click where the patches rubbed with such clarity.

Though a version of herself thirty-seven years younger spoke the words, Martha heard herself say, ”They’re beautiful, Clara. The job you did with them was terrific.“

Clara beamed, smiling—a fall of notes registered in Martha’s feelings, not ears. The memory had a crystalline quality, more dimensional and sharper than ordinary recollection. Martha could sense all of her daughter’s pride, which was vibrating in the air right between them, and she could taste the particular sweetness that this rare moment brought, marked by harmony in their often-controversial relationship.

Then Clara’s expression shifted, and it darkened like a quick shadow when birds flew.

“I want to stay out tonight for Rachel’s party,” came before Martha spoke these sharp words.

Martha sensed her young self tighten, sensing a familiar fear bloom as Clara’s growing freedom became increasingly apparent. The memory unfolded with unstoppable momentum; it also played out the argument she’d forgotten—or perhaps chosen to ignore.

“Clara, it is a school night.”

“Everyone else is going.”

“I am not at all the mother for everyone else.”

Lines upon Clara’s face hardened in stubborn determination like Joseph’s own jaw. “You are not trusting in me. You never do let me do anything.”

“That’s not fair—”

Clara’s voice then rose: “Nothing is ever fair with you!” and even the peonies in the memory did tremble slightly. You want to control absolutely everything.

Martha’s past self responded with that careful, measured tone that she’d perfected in her classroom —a tone that always infuriated her daughter more than any shouting ever could have. “Earning more freedom happens through your demonstration of responsibility.”

Clara’s laugh was bitter. “Right. I have to earn your love. According to this, love must be earned.”
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