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​The Orchard at Dusk
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The orchard had been waiting for her.

At least, that was how it seemed to Margaret when she stood at the wooden gate, hands curled around the cool iron latch. The rows of apple trees stretched before her, their branches heavy with fruit. Leaves, dry and crisp, skittered across the earth with every small wind. The late afternoon light had turned the apples to gold, as though each one carried the sun inside it.

It had been twenty years since she last walked this ground.

The old farmhouse behind her was shuttered and silent. Her grandmother had died there long ago, her parents too. Margaret had left after the funeral, carrying her grief to a city where no one spoke of orchards or harvests. She had promised herself she would not return.

But the orchard did not care about promises. The trees kept growing. Each autumn they bore fruit, whether someone was there to pick it or not.

Margaret opened the gate. The hinges squealed like a memory. She stepped onto the soil and inhaled. The air smelled of apples—sharp and sweet, like childhood itself. For a moment she almost expected to hear her grandmother’s voice calling her from the kitchen door: “Don’t eat too many before supper, child.”

She moved between the rows slowly. The trees seemed taller now, though she suspected it was she who had grown smaller with age. She stretched out her hand, touched the rough bark. It was warm from the day’s fading sun.

Her basket was light at first, then heavier as she gathered apples one by one. Some were perfect, red and round. Others were bruised, split open by birds. She kept them all. “Every apple has a place,” her grandmother used to say. “Even the broken ones can be turned into cider.”

As she worked, she felt a rustling around her—voices half remembered. The sound of her father whistling, her mother laughing, her younger self running barefoot through fallen leaves. The orchard was full of ghosts, but not unkind ones.

The light faded. Shadows stretched long across the earth. Margaret paused, setting down the basket, and let her eyes rest on the horizon. The hills beyond the orchard were purple now, touched with the soft mist of evening.

Behind her, she heard the crunch of footsteps.

She turned, startled. A tall figure stood at the gate. For a moment, her heart stopped—she thought of her father, of her brother. But no. This was someone else.
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