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For Mudge – my “Dottie”

Thank you for being my adventure buddy through New England grave yards, restricted lighthouses, enchanting gardens, and haunted footsteps.

You are magic.

Today, an estimated one billion people practice witchcraft across the globe.

It begs the question:

Do you believe in magick?
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PROLOGUE
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Twilight reaches the sleeping pond before the body does.

Swish, stop.

Her limbs drag behind a slogging torso—heavy as dead weight, but only just. A desperate groan shatters the early-morning quiet: she’s alive.

Swish, stop.

Regrettably alert—hyperaware—despite being locked inside a body that moves like a corpse. 

Swish, stop.

Unable to blink, she panics, wondering if she’s already rotted... dying and decaying all at once. 

Swish, stop.  

At the edges of her pulsing vision, haunting cattails beckon by the water like ghosts at a grave—bobbing in suspicious invitation.

Swish, stop.

It spooks her. The end is near. Her bones can feel it. 

“I’m sorry!” her mind shrieks, but her silent screams only ricochet off their cage of a skull into a maddening echo. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” 

But she isn’t sorry. She’s just caught.

Swish, stop.

And now, as the pond’s edge creeps closer, the waking sky warns her, troubling in its promise:

“Red clouds at night, sailors delight. Red clouds at morning, sailors take warning.” 

Swish, splash.

The first watery step sounds with alarm—slapping back with mud that squelches and smacks—and a quiver whips through the weeds as if the wilderness itself can’t stand the anticipation.

Swish, slosh.

Angry fists claw at her—this ragdoll of a body—as they prepare to plunge her under. A final jostle sends a booted foot into view. Her foot. Bobbing with each heave and tug, just like the rest of her. It glares back—a classic wellie with a small heart drawn on the toe—reminding of all her transgressions.  
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Lottie
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CHAPTER 1
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Nightmares are like ghosts.

They haunt.

And for Lottie Lowe, they’ve taken up a permanent residence. Her mind is a mansion of squatting goblins and grief. Wreaking Havoc.

The woman is a walking haunted house.

They came for her last night, like always. And, like always, she thought she’d be ready for them. That she could hide inside a small closet of her brain, where perhaps they wouldn’t find her. Or she might open the door to a new dream—something altogether plain and boring. She’d prefer nothing at all, if it were up to her. Total blackness.

But it’s not up to her... and the ghosts seem ever eager to remind her of that.

Now, grateful for the morning but annoyed by the same, Lottie leans into the quietest corner of her cottage kitchen, waiting for her coffee to drown out the mares of the night. 

With heavy eyes, she stills, struggling to shake away the ghosts—the memories that visited her dreams. 

The smell of sea brine. A pink sky.

A cradled mug warms her palm. She concentrates on its heat. 

Stoked into comfort by her company despite a chilling ocean breeze.

Light filters in through the forest to dance upon her cupboards.

Her favorite notebook closes shut to the sweet distraction of another.

Absentmindedly, her fingers stir the spoon clockwise, then counter. She takes a sip, scalding her tongue. Only then is she pulled away from her reveries. 

Pain is a powerful influence when it comes to the mind.

“Dammit.” The brew spills with a jerk. It lands with a profanity. 

Finding the stain to be one of many on her otherwise-washed cotton smock, Lottie proceeds to slip into her denim coveralls anyhow. 

“Welp, welcome to the mess, then.” A deep breath. “Let’s add some more.” 

Tugging on rubber boots, she gathers wild hair in an easy braid and heads for the door. Pausing, a daily ritual ensues—born out of fear, and now enduring by habit.

At this moment, all doors and windows are locked, and this quaint Tudor home is merely a cottage in the trees. But one toe crosses that threshold, and she can be spotted. Discovered. Caught. 

She exhales. For these last few seconds, she is a secret. No faces peer in the windows. She is hidden. 

Hidden. Precisely her intention. Isolated. Deeply kept.

Practically buried. 

In her hesitation, the tarnished mirror above the knotted wall hooks meets her gaze, staring back. The reflection is almost unnerving.

In a past life, Lottie’s tresses were wild with reds and aggressively vibrant. Not this artificial honey, rendered by a life in hiding.

And her clothes. Oh, her clothes. She still mourns them. 

With a flick of her wrist at the knob, the green of her forest grave washes in and greets her. A peek out, a peer about—no watching faces seem to loom in the sea of trees. And, so, she goes. 

Low clouds promise midday showers. A soft haze hums over the canopy as an early autumn breeze teases the leaves.

To ready for the rain, she checks the water reservoirs, tripping on a loose brick near the rain barrel—again. She keeps meaning to fix that. 

Behind the cottage, the generator is full. The oil glistens. 

Next, wood. Despite a sun that’s still warm, phantom fingers sneak up on her. Cold and biting. Grabbing the axe and ignoring the chill, she slices through a dozen logs with ease, having practiced for hours on end when first arriving two years ago. She could barely even lift the cleaver then. 

“Two years...” she whispers in disbelief. 

Scanning the trees, she considers her life and has mixed feelings about it. Two years of hiding. But also, two years of her grandmother’s haven.

Back inside, she piles logs by the hearth and gives a good shove to the windows, now hot.

“Oy.” A breath. “There we go.”

Pausing, she takes in the home. Dottie’s home. 

Where once there were bare walls, the space now blooms of brushstrokes and color. A chaotic spread of pages, akin to a scrapbook’s entrails, dances upon the murals—loose-leaf notes that flap from the open windows. A rainbow of drying blossoms stretches across the ceiling in taut lines of twine. Silk scarves dangle from knobs. An ornate key swings on the bedroom headboard, ribboned and dangling. 

The fireplace keystone catches her notice, bearing its single engraved “D.” Lottie sighs over it with a graze.

“Miss you, Dottie,” she whispers, smacking the air with a kiss. 

With that, she heads for the kitchen, eyeing the calendar to cross off another day. The pen hovers over the next, pausing at the bold message meant to be a reminder. As if I’d ever miss the date, she thinks. 

“SALEM MARKET”

The same bold text covers every Saturday and Sunday. And the season’s almost over. Soon, Salem, Massachusetts will close to Market vendors until spring, so she won’t have a booth for income—and she won’t be able to shop the others. 

“Say it isn’t so,” she whines. Looking to jars of food above the counter, a nervous finger goes tapping. “At least I’ll be even harder to find,” she tries to convince herself, having begun to do her own canning to avoid brick-and-mortar stores. “Can’t catch me if I never leave the cottage.” Hopefully.

Something snaps outside, jerking Lottie’s chin toward the window. The vision of a splintered door flits through her thoughts in warning. 

Only a squirrel. Her shoulders relax.

No faces in the window. No peepers in the garden. Just fresh herbs flirting with the windowsill—ready to be tugged and tasted.

Potted Mint creeps onto the wooden countertop. She pinches a leaf and licks it, thinking a garnished cocktail sounds fabulous. Her nerves could use it, anyhow.

Turning heel, she grabs a pen and notepad for inventory. Down the hall, past the bathroom, into the closet of wonders. 

Fabrics and craft guns spill from pockets. A SALEM MARKET VENDOR sign peeks from behind curling ribbon. Trinkets wobble in cluttered stacks. 

On a shelf, a framed article beams, praising Lottie’s booth and awarding her “Most Beloved.” 

It’s a really happy thing—an assurance that she’s good at surviving. She didn’t just escape; she paved a new path. But the article is also a reminder. A punch to her gut. 

They’d asked her to smile at her booth—surrounded by these things that were conjured from her thoughts and crafted by her fingers. Skills she hadn’t known she possessed before this life. 

But she wouldn’t pose for the photo. Couldn’t give her name. Because that’s not how hiding works.

Ms. Dutton

That’s who the booth belonged to. That’s the surname she used—Dottie’s. Not Lottie Lowe.

Glass shatters outside.

Oxygen turns to lead in her chest.

He found me.

The peace-splintering sound summons memories—shaking hands wielding jagged glass and the sense of a ghost slipping into her skin. Oozing through her blood with an alien energy. Willing her to survive.

He almost got her once.

Hurrying to the kitchen for a knife, she creeps to the window, wondering if he’s come for her. White-knuckled and trembling, she scans for an enemy outside. A shadow moves in warning—someone is there. Breathless, she meets their eyes, only to find a deer staring back, playing with the glass bottles sitting in the brook.

The knife goes clattering into the sink with a sigh of relief.

And the rest of Lottie goes collapsing onto the cool tile floor. Scared half to death. Literally.

She brings a pot of Basil down with her. Terracotta cracks and dirt scatters. Lottie just lies beside it, struggling to breathe. 

“I wish you would die,” she whispers, thinking of his face. Only porcelain and dirt witness the confession. “I wish you would choke to death on your cheap liquor and just leave me alone.”

Idly, a finger draws in the dirt, tracing three distinct letters. 

D  I  E

One tear slides down a hot cheek. She cleans her mess.

“Get it together, Lottie.” Sweat dampens her neck. “Too much to do.”

It doesn’t help that Paranoia and Fear have become playmates in her haunted-house head.

Shaking it off, she drafts a quick shopping list and tallies costs. And then, like a thief in the night, she pilfers—hunting for stashed-away secrets. 

“Insist on sneakery,” Dottie would often whisper with a wink. 

The batty woman had snuck bills and coins into little hiding spots of dips and crevices all over the home. And Lottie was grateful for that battiness; the stashed-away money had helped sustain her when she’d shown up with nothing but fear and a will to survive. 

There’s no Dottie around anymore to take care of her. But somehow, the woman still does.

So far, Lottie has maintained that same batty system with the income from her market booth. Especially considering the lack of access to her PO box—and the royalty checks that keep accruing inside it.

Thinking about that too long makes her itch.  

She’d love to get her hands on that money—to take what’s rightfully hers—but it’s too close to the threat. 

Too close to him. 

It’s not worth her life. And for now, that’s exactly what’s at risk.

So she tries not to think about it. Instead, she goes on silly money quests in honor of her peculiar grandmother. Lottie’s even developed her own acronym for the hunt: B.U.C.K.

“B. Bathroom mirror.” 

Inside the medicine cabinet, a white pill bottle hides a wad of twenties. She snags three. 

“U...” 

In the bedroom, the sheets get a good shove. 

“Under the mattress. Check.” 

Two more bills join. 

“C, the ‘case of the pillow’,” she recites. 

Back in the living room, a roll-arm sofa invites her to sift through its soft pillows—and she does. 

“Now, K.” 

The kitchen. 

At the top of the pantry sits an uninviting cracker tin, ready to be retrieved. The leafy notes inside slide with their paper-thin whisper. 

“There.” 

It’s routine now: rip the list from its pad, wrap it around a handful of bills, and tuck it snugly inside her market day satchel.

Wanting to do one last chore before the rain comes—and the shift to vendor tinkering overwhelms the home—she dons her gloves and grabs the burlap garden bag. Excited toes go wriggling in their boots, as Lottie saves her favorite task for last: 

The dirt.

A mist hangs beneath darkening clouds, kissing the leafy things of the garden. The wind whispers a breathy hush. Flouncy, butter-yellow curtains waive from the kitchen window. A low thunder rumbles. 

Lottie soaks in every bit of it as she tends to the rooted wonders of her grandmother’s garden. 

Like Dottie taught her, the things in this plot are holy—like all things from the ground. These things that are both alive and life-giving. 

Flowers. Vegetables. Fungi.

“They deserve respect,” Dottie would say. “They deserve to be recognized. Named.” 

And so, Lottie does.

“Mister Radish,” she coos with a tug. 

“Hello, lovely Carrot.” A good shake from the muck. 

“Delicious Onion, thank you, sir.”

The disturbed dirt perfumes the air with its earthy scent. Lottie inhales, discerning the aromas of the forest—damp earth mingled with the cloying sweetness of wet bark.

“Now, for my market maidens.” 

A prized constant upon Lottie’s booth table is her array of both fresh and dried flowers, artfully packaged in a dozen whimsical ways. 

With the shifting season, she prunes what’s left of the Peonies and Daylilies. 

“Madame Peony, I’ve got big plans for a simple syrup and room spritzers.” A tug and a toss into the hallowed pile. 

“And for you, Daylily, I’m thinking a vibrant salad.” Lottie plucks the petals accordingly. “Some to be tossed,” she says, snapping the shoots and separating the roots from the tubers, “and parts to be boiled.” 

In her mind’s eye, she can already picture the packaging: floral-wrapped bundles tied in twine. 

“People pay for packaging,” she assures the lovely things.  

Nibbling at her lip, Lottie breathes in the soil. Gloves abandoned, eager fingers reach into the soft earth and explore it like worms.  

As if bewitched, she melts, easing further in to savor. To release. To let the energy of the ground draw from her, as if it might cleanse her to the core. 

A giddiness bubbles inside her chest. A laugh swims past tickled lips. This is so very Dottie. Finding moments that feel like magic. 

Magic.

The thought pulls her gaze to the forest—seeking its depths. These trees have always held a magic for Lottie. Looking for it now, she imagines even a skeptic could be convinced it exists. 

As if it’s present but invisible—an energy suspended, like fog hovering. Ready to be harvested like the flowers in her hand. Understanding it can be wielded—it simply first needs to be seen.

That’s the part that gives her pause, though: 

Wielding. Spell-casting. Witchcraft. 

Magic, she believes in. She can feel it. This place is magic. Her Dottie was magic—she had her own authentic brand of it. The trees beckoned her. The ground invited her fingers into its dirt. The shadowed parts of the forest held mystery. 

But to control it? 

Some cynical bone in Lottie’s chest can’t fathom this wild thing—this pulsing force that prowls through nature—could be so easily controlled and exploited.

A clang from the sky jolts the world. A presence sweeps through and settles, eerily still.

Magic, she believes in, but magick—the kind conjured by spellcraft—she has doubts about. 
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CHAPTER 2
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The vigor of a Saturday morning fills the market with chatter and scent—fresh bread, potted plants, beeswax. Patrons lollygag along booths and dare themselves to spend their dollars. Produce, knickknacks, sweets, wine. 

As Lottie finishes her table with thrifted décor and florals, she takes in the buzz. Smiling, she pats her favorite marketing tool: a framed quote by Dottie.

“If it might make your eyes bright, give it a go.”

Her Dottie was an odd one—odd with intention, and fully her own.

“Does it hurt anyone else?” she’d ask whenever brows rose at her ways. “Ought it to?” she’d then joke with a wink. “Well, then... if it might make your eyes bright, give it a go!”

She gave herself permission to try anything that made her feel more alive. More awake to the world.

As it turns out, it’s become a saying to live by for many—at least for those kindred spirits in the market.

Here, with colors and textures and endless new faces, it’s easy to pretend the world is soft again.

The vendors are plentiful—with makers and creators, farmers and bakers, florists and herbalists. Being in Salem, magickal influences and witchcraft-inspired products abound. And both locals and tourists flock in response. A beautiful hodgepodge, the sellers are as much a medley of textures and colors as their products.

Though skeptical of magick, the craft has always fascinated Lottie. Charts on herbs and their magical benefits have intrigued her, once or twice. The crystals. The aesthetic of it all.

Witches.

History warned of witches, but Lottie’s always scoffed. The irony. Women condemned for being women—by bloodthirsty Puritans. For midwifery. For herbalism. For knowing what men did not. 

Despite her skepticism, she can appreciate a need to balance the playing field. Where there’s abuse of authority, perhaps magick is a viable remedy—defense against the evil.

For evil, she has come to learn, doesn’t play by the rules.

A shiver finds her shoulder. An invisible tap—like eyes saying, I see you.

She looks up, half-expecting to catch someone staring. The feeling lingers, but there’s no proof. And after yesterday—thinking she’d been discovered—she can’t decide what’s worse: she’s either going crazy... or she’s getting too comfortable.

For a good while, she’d felt safe. Felt hidden. But for the past few months—maybe the entire summer—a familiar paranoia had returned. She just didn’t want to admit it.

Looking down to the dyed-blonde braid that trails to her waist, her shoulders slump in defeat. Because maybe being found is inevitable. 

“Okay.” Nervous fingers go strumming. “Nothing’s wrong. Back to work.”

With a week’s worth of work sprawled across the booth at her hips, she takes in her creations. With the mingling of seasons—flirting between summer and autumn—Lottie used up the last of her summer wares and added some autumn flare.

Bundled Sage, seashell candles, and flower vials. Herb packets and garden seed sachets. Stamped tea towels and postcards. Also, the Peony simple syrup and Daylily salads. 

Now ready to sit and sip her tea, she relaxes into her chair and breathes in the day. 

The sun warms while an autumn breeze creeps in, caressing cheeks. The season of change hangs in the air, peering into the market the way one might stand quietly at a window—silent and conspiring. 

Customers are plentiful, and Lottie enjoys the act of watching. It’s one of her favorite things to do. It always has been. 

Dottie often called her a wallflower—and that tickles Lottie now. Because real Wallflowers are poisonous. Metaphorical ones? Dismissed as quiet. Meek. Too timid to act. But maybe the “meek” are simply more calculated. They understand the weight of words, so they don’t waste them. Maybe their silence isn’t fear—it’s restraint. And if pushed, they can bite back. Hard. 

Lottie bit back, once.

Another shiver sends her upright. She realizes too late—she’s waded into her mind like a river, easing in to swim. But she hadn’t meant to. Now, she’s thrashing, struggling to stay afloat. Eyes wild. Breath short. Because she’s drowning in her thoughts—and the present is slippery.

The mental current drags up old fears. Thick, familiar, and clinging like mud. Because she doesn’t just feel seen. She feels watched.

There is a difference between people-watching and watching someone.

One is innocent in its curiosity; the other is intentional. Risky. Watching leads to snooping. To digging. To following.

In her experience, those who follow too closely are reckless. They miss things.

The glint of a trinket pulls her attention. It sits on the corner of her table, curious and inviting—a gold locket. Its aged beauty emits unapologetically, with curvatures and details etched into its face.

She flips it open. Inside, a curled scrap of paper waits. A message, inked in Latin:  

Ferre in mente.

The phrase coils in her head. She doesn’t know what it means, but the words cloud her thoughts like a dream. The way a lullaby brings sleep.

“Ferre in mente,” she reads, as if spoken words might clear her fog.

An offered glance shows no one coming back for it. A yawn pulls out of her.

“Wow, I need a nap,” she tells her tea as she takes a sip—only to be surprised upright once more. “What the hell?” 

Her lips go smacking. Calculating. Whatever she just tasted was bitter and earthy. But vaguely familiar. 

“Mugwort?”

Had she truly tasted the herb? Did I add it in by mistake?

Sniffing the drink, she narrows her eyes at the intruder tainting her typical tea of Earl Grey with Vanilla and Lavender.

“Good morning, sweet!” a familiar voice calls out.

Lottie stands to meet her friend’s embrace, glad—always—to be reminded she enjoys a gentle hug.

“Good morning, Verdilla.”

The warm woman releases her, ever in a cheerful tizzy.

“I just wanted to check on you—see if all is on track for tomorrow’s spectacular soiree?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lottie assures. “I’ll get there early, and you’ll be good to go.”

With a clap of her hands, Verdilla sings. “Wonderful! Thank you so much again. You’re always such a treat.”

Bashful, Lottie accepts the praise. “I’m happy to help. I always love visiting the Garden. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With her silly sendoff, Verdilla blows three kisses and then rushes away in a twirl.

“Oh!” she says mid-twist. “Someone asked for your booth by name. You’re becoming quite the coveted vendor. I’m so lucky I get you all to myself tomorrow!”

Verdilla says something else, but Lottie doesn’t hear it. She can’t through the alarms blaring in her head. Because that old, crawling feeling returns.

Watched.

“Breathe, Lottie,” she whispers like a mother calming a child. “You’re being crazy,” she singsongs. “There are a million people here.” And none of them are staring at you. “You’re fine.”  

Looking back to Verdilla, she’s twirled out of sight somewhere.

Lottie likes her. Verdilla. She was the first to welcome Lottie to Salem, having known Dottie already. They were old friends.

Ever the socialite and event planner, Verdilla noticed Lottie’s gift for tinkering and creating and funneled it into purpose—parties, fundraisers, charity dinners. 

And Lottie loves it. 

Just like her grandmother before her—who savored the remoteness of the cottage but never shied from a little glamour—Lottie imagines she’s walking in regal footsteps. She’s grown to enjoy her quiet life of isolation... but every now and then, a soiree makes her feel like herself. The old Lottie.

It may not be the smartest way to live her life—drifting between recluse and spectacle—but at least she’s living. Not just hiding.

Once, back in her other life, she’d even reached the status of Guest of Honor. A soiree just for her. And not because she’d followed in footsteps. Because she’d earned it. Wrote it. An Author Extraordinaire, forging a cobblestone path of prose and punctuation that carried her upward.

That was before her life in Salem. And that particular elegance didn’t last long. 

Lost in thought, she reaches for her tea without thinking. Takes a sip.

Bitter.

Spitting the soured tea back into its cup, she recoils. And then she sets it aside. Because she remembers:

Two pills. A quick hand.

She knows how easy it is to slip a secret into a drink.
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CHAPTER 3
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Despite a successful market day, Lottie was spent.

Bone-tired, she hurried home, feeling wrong and off-kilter. Normally, she’d treat herself to a late meal at a local café, but not today. Today, she slogged right past her favorite haunt on the way to the transit station. 

The wait seemed long. The ride seemed longer. And her final walk through the trees stretched like a dream she couldn’t wake from.

By the time she reaches her cottage path, dread has taken root.

Please don’t be sick. 

The thought of missing tomorrow’s event lands like an anvil in her already sinking mind. Down, down. Deeper.

Her legs tremble—so tired, she’s unraveling. A shuffling foot stumbles across the cobbled path.

“Damn brick,” she curses, knowing it’s her own fault.

Finally at the door, desperate fingers fumble for keys. Past the threshold. Almost down the hall.

Once inside her room, she surrenders to the quilted bed. 

No dinner. No tea. Just sleep—and it takes her completely. 

––––––––
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In the night, she stirs.

And meets resistance.  

Something flickers beneath the surface of sleep. Her mind—sluggish and heavy—tries to move the body it seems to no longer control. Efforts stifled. 

Exhaustion presses her down, thick and clouding. She tries to turn. Or holler. Or breathe.

A panic sets in. Reflexes are rejected.

She can’t move.

She can’t see. 

She feels buried—under mud, or the weight of old dreams, or things demanding to be remembered.

She tries to scream. She thinks she screams. But the sound has nowhere to go. She’s paralyzed.

And she’s not alone.

Nearby, a presence lingers, circling the foot of her bed. 

Her chest tightens. She thrashes in her mind, but her limbs won’t answer.

She’s helpless.

And something menacing stands over her. Someone. They watch her. Some stranger. Some proverbial Other.

The more she struggles, the more it wins—overwhelming in an abyss of shadow and fury.

When she finally gives in—when the pressing weight pulls her under—her body goes slack, like drowning in an undertow. Pulled, pushed, and weightless all at once. 

––––––––
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Come morning, she wakes up well after sunrise. An odd thing for her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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She wakes up aching, like she’d fought herself in her sleep. Literally. Like she’s been punched, or drugged, or both.

Her head pounds. Her eyes sting.

Checking the clock, she balks. It’s so late. Early mornings are her favorite, and this one slipped past like a thief. The mere thought of yesterday makes her dizzy.

“What is happening?” she groans.

Forcing herself upright, she operates on autopilot—until fingers brush the locket hanging from her neck. 

“How did you get there?” She remembers slipping it into her satchel, but that’s all.

It’s a pretty thing. Gold and gilded on a long, fine chain. It’s something Dottie would have worn. A way to keep secrets close. 

Opening it again, the sight of the inscription makes her woozy. Or maybe it’s just the fatigue. The window. Her pillow. The doorway. Everything makes her woozy.

Another groan. 

“Don’t be sick.”

She stands.

––––––––
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A ruined routine is as good as the wrong mix of tea.

Going through the motions is effective, but the day’s start is all wrong. Most of the morning has disappeared.

After a quick sip of coffee, Lottie hurries to the trees, already hours behind. But there’s always time for this—for exploring. It’s the best part of this lifestyle: the challenge to get lost amongst her closet comrades.

Seeking the secrets of the forest, she considers which flowers are primed for picking. Mostly, though, it’s the creek she’s come for. Her toes crave the cold sting of the stream.

Hints of autumn whisper nearby, but the summer sun still lingers. Warm against the dewy forest floor. A conjured fog dances through the trees in a playful foxtrot. Ghostly swirls snake around Lottie’s ankles and curl up to her nose. 

A deep inhale does wonders.

Lottie lets her thoughts dissolve, as she breathes in the scent of lichen and wood. The musty aroma of fungi flirts with the hidden flora waiting for her.

Now, to work. 

Lottie never hurries once her feet are in the forest. She’s learned the sweetest retrieves hide like stashed-away secrets—requiring soft glances and slow steps.

Today, tucked-away meadows yield Blue Toadflax and Bearded Beggarticks. Unbothered forest floor bursts with Fringed Bleeding Hearts. Faraway fields are painted in hues of Virginia Bluebells. Climbing moss spores Black Trumpet Mushrooms, with Chicken of the Woods nestled along fallen, shushed stumps. Wine Caps crouch in dirt and Reishi grows on hardwoods.

Everywhere, something is in process. Rotting wood nourishes in the same way stinging bees turn nectar into honey. The work is slow and far from simple. But Lottie looks for it, seeking the magic—like Dottie did.

“There are so many hidden things in the forest,” Dottie said once. “Some of the darkest parts seem to hold hushed mysteries, don’t you think? Shadows that beckon of curious things. Quiet secrets in quiet spaces. The best sorts of hiding places.”

With her flower basket in hand, Lottie reaches the creek. Wetting a towel, she wraps her pickings to keep them fresh. Careful to avoid the Monkshood nearby—esteemed by her grandmother as The Queen of Poisons—she settles onto a rock warmed by a slant of sunlight.

Noting the stream’s temperature, shoes get tossed with a muttered “good riddance.” The frigid water flows over her toes and up calves, yanking a squeal of laughter from her throat.

The squeals get stuck when a stranger’s hand rises from the water. Reaching.

She recoils, heart lurching.  

Odd in their extension, the reaching fingers dip toward her. Curiously curled. As if in expectation. 

Lottie lunges forward in reflex, assuming they need help—that the reaching fingers seek rescue. Questions rush through her mind like the water that pounds on the rocks at her stumbling feet.

Who are you?

Where did you come from? 

Why aren’t you trying to swim?

Why aren’t you trying to SAVE YOURSELF?

She reaches, expecting cold flesh—but only panic touches her first. It zips through her fingers. Bracing for impact with this Other.

In a blink, the hand vanishes.

Gone. But lingering. Like the ghost of a memory. Or the echo of a nightmare.

Staggering back over jagged rocks, Lottie realizes with a churning gut: no one was there needing rescue in the shallows. No one could’ve been. 

**
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Lottie fled home and locked herself inside.

Hiding from the fingers still curling in her mind.

“Have I gone nutty?” she whispers, half expecting the room of herbs and flowers to shake in confirmation. 

A roiling heat simmers in her belly. With a shaking hand, dried Lavender fills a teacup. Trying for steady, she brings the cup to her nose, hovering to welcome a slow inhale while her rattling wrists take turns beneath the cold faucet. 

“It’s just from being tired.” Another deep breath. “It was a strange night.”

Her breathing slows—strong and intentional. She focuses on the signage tacked near the open window. For the millionth time, she reads the loose page as it quivers from the afternoon breeze. 

Soil is to sweeten, as boot dirt is to cheapen. Dirt of bones brings cursing, and a bit o’ mud’s for sleepin’.

Lottie can picture Dottie standing in the kitchen. Wielding a bowl of potting soil with dirt-streaked fingers. Fingers that threatened to tickle a young Lottie’s bare toes. Smudge her cheeks. Darken her nose.

“Do you remember what it means?” Dottie had asked, fingers suspended, fluttering and poised for taunting.

Lottie always remembered the answer to this pop quiz. It was as easy as singing a favorite song. But she’d always pretend to forget, because that meant fun. Dirtied fingers chasing. Side-aching laughter. Messes encouraged.

“Soil makes things flourish,” she recites now, “but everyday dirt isn’t as good. Bone-dry dirt is certain death. And mud, being too wet, makes things wilt.”

In her desire to study flowers and herbs, Lottie relied on this daily. She’d recite it over and over again, finding comfort in the mantra. Again, it works—comforting her even now.

Sleep pulls at her. It battles her declining adrenaline. It makes her dizzy. 

But there’s no time to spiral. She has a to-do list to tackle. And a date with a dress. 

Most of the day’s pickings soon dangle high, strung up to dry. Others get pressed between book pages. The favorites head for a vase—Lilies from the garden, Larkspur, and Orange Coneflower. 

With final touches for the charity dinner, ribbons form bows on vialed favors. Lottie soothes herself by counting the goods three times through.

As she counts, the curl of her hand reminds her of the fingers at the creek.  Memory tugs at her, like a nightmare to a dreamer. Pulling. Luring.

She’s back at the creek, for a moment—as if it’s right in front of her: the curling fingers. Come hither, they seem to say, wanting her to follow.

A chiming clock snaps at her back. 

Feeling silly—disoriented but also delusional—a throaty giggle comes through with a snort.

“Must be this house,” she says to a long-gone Dottie. “It’s making me even battier than you were.”

When it’s finally time to get dressed, she greets the woman in the mirror. Leaving the final touches for last, she grabs a needle and thread. Resolute. 

Retrieving a tucked-away box—one that’s been left alone and saved for when she feels strong—Lottie swallows. The perfect dress lies folded inside, blemished by a tear that sits waiting to be mended. Now, the moment has arrived. 

It’s also a risk, she realizes—wearing a relic from her past life. But it’s been two years. She wants to find a way to move forward... even if only during special occasions. 

With the lid removed, timid fingers slide across the bodice, delicate with embroidery. Hues echo of the forest she calls home.

As her fingers find the hole, her memory finds the rip—hands tearing it apart.

She falters.

“It’s time,” she decides, and she sets to sewing. 
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CHAPTER 5
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Dusk drapes over the Ropes Mansion estate like a luffed linen. Suspended and hovering. It

stretches like a sigh—lingering before its final descent.

Lottie studies the looming home and feels it staring back—watching its watcher. Antique in age but pristine in upkeep, it looks just as it always has. To her.

The memory of her last visit slithers down her spine and straightens her shoulders. “It’s not you I’ve come for,” she insists to the mansion. “It’s your Garden I want.”

In her viridian dress and shawl, Lottie greets the floral arbor around the back. Through to the garden, she emerges like a flower joining in bloom.

Complemented by leaves and petals framing the threshold, she stands vibrant. Stubborn hues of red shine through her phony blonde tendrils—encouraged by the garlands of green. She notices this and smirks, as an image of wild strawberries tickles her thoughts.

“Feeling wild tonight, are we?”

The Garden, as always, is spellbinding.

She first visited this property with her grandmother. It had been the perfect day—the perfect weather, a perfect misty sky, perfect company. 

“The splendor is tangible,” her grandmother had said. “I feel a bit more enchanted just by standing right where I am.”

Now, Lottie stands in that very same spot, quietly willing the enchantment to return. 

Pathways wind through koi ponds and flower beds. Quaint benches beckon. Shrubs guard a back wall. Blooms spill over like secrets too heavy to hold. It’s as if the rainbow waltzed through and left its footprints in every patch.

Alone, she wanders, enchanted as the sky paints the world its final shade of pink.

Footsteps crunch gravel behind her.

A buried memory of Wellington boots creeps up like the undead.  

“There you are, love,” Verdilla chirps, hurried. She finds Lottie near the back. “Oh, Foxgloves, my favorites.” She sighs at the purple bells. “Might be their final bloom of the season.” 

The reverie breaks. Lottie laughs softly—nervous. Foxgloves? She can’t remember what she was doing.

“Sorry,” she starts. “I meant to find you after a quick peek,” she lies.

After handing over a hefty bag of whimsical party favors, Lottie sifts through her clutch for the locket—surprised to find it around her neck. She offers it. 

“Verdilla, you know a bit about languages, don’t you?” With a quick click, the locket opens and she removes the hidden slip. “Can you read this?”

Verdilla leans in with her glasses and an accompaniment of fluttering fingers. 

“Oh, um, ‘Think of me.’ Along those lines. You know, dear,”—she smiles teasingly—“the purpose of a locket.”

“‘Think of me,’” Lottie repeats, left in the tailwind of Verdilla’s typical tizzy.

––––––––
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As twilight arrives, guests gather in the Garden. It glows of oil lamps and strands of lights—an ethereal paradise. Friendly greetings find familiar faces. Waiters wander and glasses clink. And pop-up bars multiply like mushrooms.

“Nothing loosens wallets like liquor,” she murmurs.

Lovely Verdilla taps her glass, poised on a platform near the mansion. Overlooking the garden and its well-dressed guests.

“Absolutely beautiful evening, isn’t it?” She invites. Guests humor her with warm cheers.

“Tonight, we honor the vulnerable. The children and youths in state custody and foster care. Inspired by our dear Dr. Craven’s call to ‘Sow Selflessly.’”

Polite applause follows.

“Just like this Garden,” she says, “beauty and growth take time. And love. And tending.”

Heads nod. Glasses raise.

“And so, in support of such a worthy endeavor, we welcome you to an immersive experience. Our theme tonight, The Secret Garden, reminds us: every child holds hidden beauty. And we must help them bloom.”

A hearty applause, now. 

“So, come check in under the arbor,” she adds, excited, “and you’ll be gifted a special key. It opens a secret, meant just for you.” Eyes twinkle. “Enjoy!”

Drawn like moths, the crowd drifts to the arbor. One by one. Ushered through and up the steps, eager patrons trickle inside.

Lottie lingers by a Rosebush. Not much one for close crowds. When the rush settles, she claims her filigree key and champagne flute, as she’s welcomed into the foyer.

Memory hits like a slap.

In this same dress, in this same place, she’d been offered a glass of champagne upon entrance. A hand found her back, pushing her forward.

A phantom pressure strokes down her spine. She swipes both the touch and the memory away. Suddenly, she stands in the coatroom, forgetting why she came in.

But she plays the part—finding a hanger, shedding her shawl. Back to its spot, she wedges the hanger and its items between a plain sweater and a patterned raincoat.

Figuring such a fancy event warrants another swipe of lipstick, a dip into her purse rewards Lottie with a gold tube.

And gardening shears.

They startle with a metallic chill, cold to touch. A few loose petals wink from inside the bag. Lottie smirks. She doesn’t remember packing the shears. But it’s the sort of thing she does every now and then.  

Then she considers the locket around her neck. How she keeps forgetting she’s wearing it. 

“You two aren’t the worst things to be surprised by,” she whispers. “Especially you,” she assures the shears. “You never know what you might need to cut.”

A tremor runs through at the reminder. Recalling how her wet hands once trembled as she clutched the sweet sanctuary of a severed water weed. 

––––––––
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Dinner is pleasant.

Seated before a grand fireplace, all heads turn to Dr. Craven for a toast. He speaks of humans and nature—how both can harm or heal. Lottie’s stomach twists. She knows that truth too well—and is far more familiar with harm.

Reaching for a notecard at the center of the table, she welcomes the distraction:

The Legend of the Little Lunatic

Ages ago, Neglect bore a child.

With matted hair and grime-covered skin, this child was labeled a feral little girl. 

People scoffed. Peers shunned her. Caretakers kept their distance.

Nightmares grew where love had been denied. There was no telling which was worse: the horrors of her mind, or the horrors of her reality. 

The Man in the Moon became her only friend. She whispered to him, danced in the dark with her fears, and made monsters her friends.

She became the little lunatic. Wild. Watchful.

Let us be better, for the vulnerable. Let us be company worth keeping.

––––––––
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Dr. Craven finishes with this:

“When nightmares become the sweet dreams of a scared child, society has failed. Often, the younger the child, the bigger their monsters. Let’s be better than those monsters. Let’s work together to do right by them.” 
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