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The Road to Silver Ridge
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The rain began somewhere along Highway 221, soft at first, barely a whisper against the windshield, then louder, heavier until it drowned out everything else. Elena Monroe sat stiffly in the passenger seat, arms crossed, her gaze locked on the winding road as it coiled through the mountains like a restless serpent. Trees blurred past in streaks of green and gray, their leaves trembling under the storm’s weight.

“Almost there,” her mother muttered, knuckles white on the steering wheel.

Elena said nothing. She hadn’t said much in days, not since her mother first mentioned sending her away for the summer. And certainly not since they’d passed the wooden sign that read Silver Ridge: Population 3,142 with its cheerful mountain peaks painted above the words, as if this sleepy town was supposed to be some kind of refuge.

The silence between them was thick, sharp-edged. Elena could feel it pressing against her skin, tighter with every mile.

“You’ll like it here,” her mother tried again, her voice brittle, like she didn’t quite believe it herself. “Fresh air. Slower pace. It’ll... it’ll be good for you.”

Elena’s lips curled into a bitter smile; she didn’t bother hiding. “Good for me,” she repeated, her voice low and sharp. “Right.”

Her mother sighed, glancing at her, eyes tired, ringed with the kind of shadows that no makeup could hide. “Elena, please. Don’t...”

“Don’t what?” Elena’s words spilled out before she could stop them. Her throat burned. “Don’t ruin the nice drive to exile?”

“That’s not fair,” her mother snapped, but the fight left her voice before it even landed.

Elena looked away, out the window again. Fair. Nothing about this was fair.

They drove in silence after that, the kind that settled deep and heavy, filling the space between them like fog. Elena’s fingers tightened around the leather strap of her backpack resting in her lap, thumb grazing the worn cross-stitched key-chain her brother had made last Christmas. Tommy’s initials were stitched in messy, crooked letters, T.M., a souvenir from some youth group craft night he’d dragged her to.

Her chest tightened, breath catching, but she shoved the memory down, down, down where it couldn’t touch her. She’d gotten good at that lately.

The rain let up just as they reached the edge of town. Silver Ridge was exactly what she’d expected, quaint and old-fashioned, with a main street lined with brick buildings and whitewashed porches. Flower baskets hung from streetlights, swaying gently in the post-rain breeze. A wooden bench sat outside the general store, a pair of old men seated there beneath umbrellas, watching the car roll past like they had nothing better to do.

Elena wanted to laugh. Or cry. Or maybe both.

“There it is,” her mother said, slowing as they approached a narrow gravel driveway tucked between two towering oak trees. A faded mailbox leaned precariously at its mouth, hand-painted with the words Monroe Farmhouse.

Elena’s stomach twisted. She hadn’t been here in years, not since before Tommy... before everything.

The driveway curled upward, climbing toward a weathered old farmhouse perched on a hillside overlooking the town. The house looked the same as she remembered it, white siding worn soft by time, a wide front porch with rocking chairs that creaked in the breeze, and rose bushes blooming wild and unchecked along the fence line.

Her grandmother stood on the porch, arms folded, waiting.

Elena’s pulse quickened as the car rolled to a stop. Her mother killed the engine but didn’t move right away. They sat there, engines silent, the rain ticking softly against the roof.

“Elena,” her mother began, her voice gentler now, but Elena reached for the door handle, cutting her off.

“Don’t,” Elena said, staring straight ahead. “You’ve done enough.”

Without waiting for a reply, she shoved the door open and stepped out into the cool, damp air. The scent of rain-drenched earth and lilacs hit her like a memory. She ignored it.

Her grandmother’s sharp eyes followed her as she approached, suitcase dragging behind her, backpack slung over one shoulder.

“Well,” Grandma Maggie said, her voice steady, unwavering, with just the slightest Southern lilt. “You’re taller than I remember.”

Elena didn’t answer.

Grandma Maggie arched a brow. “I take it your social skills didn’t improve along with your height.”

Still, Elena stayed silent.

Her mother appeared at her side, breathless, hauling the second suitcase. “Mom, please...”

But Maggie held up a hand. “Abigail, go. I’ll take it from here.”

Her mother hesitated, then looked at Elena, eyes soft with something too tangled to name.

“I’ll call you,” she said quietly, reaching out like she wanted to touch Elena’s arm, but Elena took a step back, out of reach.

Her mother’s face crumpled, just for a moment, before she turned and walked back to the car. The engine sputtered to life. Gravel crunched under the tires as the car backed down the drive, disappearing through the trees, leaving only the hush of wind and the sound of the rain dripping from the gutters.

Grandma Maggie watched the car go, then turned to Elena, her gaze unreadable.

“Well,” she said again, nodding toward the house. “Come on in. No use catching a cold on your first day in exile.”

Elena’s lips twitched despite herself.

Inside, the house smelled of cinnamon and old books, familiar and foreign all at once. The living room was just as she remembered, with quilted armchairs, a stone fireplace, shelves crammed with mismatched mugs, and framed photos. Tommy’s face stared back at her from one of them, a wide grin, eyes bright.

She looked away fast.

Grandma Maggie led her upstairs to a small bedroom tucked beneath the eaves. The room was simple, with white walls, wooden floors, and a patchwork quilt spread across the bed, but sunlight spilled through the lace curtains, soft and golden.

“It’s yours for the summer,” Maggie said, setting Elena’s suitcase by the door. “You’ll find the towels in the closet, and the bathroom’s just down the hall. Breakfast is at seven sharp. We go to church on Sundays, no exceptions.”

Elena gave a dry laugh. “Of course.”

Maggie didn’t flinch. “This house has rules, Elena. You follow them, or you can march yourself right back down that driveway and explain to your mother why she needs to cancel her nursing shifts and come fetch you.”

Elena met her gaze, defiant, but there was something steady in her grandmother’s eyes, something that didn’t waver under pressure.

She looked away first.

“I’ll behave,” she muttered.

Maggie nodded once, satisfied. “Good. Supper’s at six. Don’t be late.”

With that, she turned and left, the door clicking shut behind her.

Elena stood there for a long moment, staring at the closed door, heart pounding.

Alone, at last.

She let the backpack slip from her shoulder and dropped onto the bed, sinking into the softness. The key-chain caught her eye again, those messy stitched letters glaring up at her like a wound that wouldn’t close.

Her throat tightened.

She shoved the keychain into the nightstand drawer and slammed it shut.

Silence settled over the room, thick and suffocating.

Outside, the wind picked up, whispering through the trees like a voice just out of reach.

The wind kept whispering through the trees, a soft, steady breath that filled the room’s silence. Elena lay still on the bed, eyes open but unfocused, staring at the ceiling as if answers might be etched into the wood beams overhead.

The weight in her chest wouldn’t lift. It never did.

Downstairs, she could hear her grandmother moving about, dishes clinking, the kettle whistling softly. Every sound in the house felt loud, amplified by the quiet outside.

She turned over, burying her face into the pillow, but it didn’t help. Nothing helped. Not the quiet, not the noise, not the running or the hiding.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, the vibration sharp against her leg. She pulled it out, thumb hovering over the screen. A new message glowed.

Mom: Text me when you’re settled.

Elena’s chest tightened again, a familiar ache pressing in. She stared at the message but didn’t type back. What was there to say? That she’d arrived safely at the place she didn’t want to be? That the walls smelled like cinnamon and memories she’d spent the last year trying to erase?

She locked the phone and tossed it onto the bed beside her.

Her gaze drifted toward the window. From here, she could just make out the distant lights of town flickering to life as the evening settled in, specks against the darkening sky.

A knock sounded at the door, soft but firm.

“Elena?” Grandma Maggie’s voice was as steady as ever.

She didn’t answer.

The door creaked open anyway, and Maggie poked her head inside.

“Supper’s ready,” she said simply.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You’ll eat anyway.”

Elena closed her eyes, willing her grandmother to leave. But the old woman didn’t budge.

“Elena,” Maggie’s voice dropped lower, not unkind, but with a weight that made it clear she wasn’t asking. “You can be mad at me, at your mama, at God Himself for all I care, but you won’t go hungry under this roof.”

That got Elena’s attention. Her eyes snapped open, glaring at her grandmother’s calm, unwavering face.

“I’m not mad at God,” she muttered, her voice sharp with sarcasm. “I just don’t believe in Him anymore. There’s a difference.”

Maggie’s eyes narrowed slightly, but her expression stayed composed. She didn’t argue. She just opened the door wider, stepping fully inside.

“Maybe you believe that,” she said quietly, “but believing something doesn’t make it true. Now, come down and eat.”

Without waiting for a reply, she turned and left, her footsteps steady on the old wooden stairs.

Elena groaned softly and sat up, running her hands down her face. Stubborn. That was the word for Maggie Monroe. Stubborn as the mountains themselves.

But her stomach growled despite her mood, and she figured she’d already lost enough battles today.

She shuffled downstairs, arms crossed tightly as if to shield herself from the warmth spilling from the kitchen. The table was set, nothing fancy, just two plates, mismatched silverware, and steaming bowls of something that smelled too good to resist.

Beef stew. Homemade bread. Sweet tea sweating in glass jars.

Grandma Maggie sat at her usual spot by the window, hands folded, head bowed.

Elena froze in the doorway, uneasy.

“I always pray before meals,” Maggie said without looking up. “You’re free to sit or stand. That choice is yours.”

Elena stayed where she was, but she didn’t leave. She watched, unmoving, as her grandmother’s quiet voice filled the room, steady and sure.

“Lord, thank You for this food. Thank You for the strength on hard days and mercy that never runs out. Thank You for this child You’ve brought back to me, even if she doesn’t know it’s a blessing yet. Give her rest. Amen.”

Elena swallowed hard, caught off guard by the last line.

Maggie lifted her head, calm as ever, and motioned to the chair opposite her. “Sit. Eat.”

Reluctantly, Elena obeyed, sinking into the seat as if it weighed a hundred pounds. She picked up her spoon, staring at the stew like it might bite her first.

To her surprise, it was good. Good. Warm, rich, familiar in a way that twisted something inside her.

Maggie watched her over her tea, her eyes sharp but not unkind.

“You don’t have to like being here,” she said, breaking a piece of bread. “But you do have to live here for now. And if you’re gonna sulk every minute, it’s gonna be a long summer for both of us.”

Elena’s spoon paused midair.

“I didn’t ask to come,” she muttered.

“No, but sometimes what we need isn’t what we ask for.”

Elena’s jaw tightened. “I don’t need this.”

Maggie’s gaze softened just slightly, but she didn’t push. She just sipped her tea and let the silence stretch between them again.

“You’ll start helping around the house tomorrow,” Maggie said after a while. “Plenty of chores to be done.”

Elena let out a dry laugh. “Chores. Great.”

Maggie gave her a pointed look. “Idle hands don’t do a heart much good. Work has its way of setting things right.”

Elena shook her head, but inside, her walls wavered just a little. There was something about her grandmother’s quiet confidence that unnerved her, like Maggie could see straight through her, right down to the parts she wasn’t ready to face.

She finished her meal in silence, staring at her bowl long after the last bite was gone.

When she finally glanced up, her grandmother was already clearing the dishes, humming softly to herself, a hymn, Elena realized. One of the old ones Tommy used to play on his guitar when he thought no one was listening.

Her chest ached at the memory, but she kept her face blank.

“Go on up when you’re ready,” Maggie said without turning around. “Morning comes early here.”

Elena pushed back from the table and stood, her legs stiff from sitting so long.

She paused at the doorway, glancing back just once.

“Why’d you even agree to take me?” she asked, her voice quiet, almost brittle.

Maggie didn’t miss a beat. She kept scrubbing the dishes, her voice calm.

“Because I don’t give up on family,” she said simply. “And I reckon God doesn’t either.”

Elena didn’t reply.

She just turned and walked upstairs, the sound of her grandmother’s humming following her up every step.

The stairs groaned beneath Elena’s feet as she reached the second floor, every step a quiet protest in the old house. The air upstairs smelled like lavender and old cedar, the kind of scent that lingered in fabric and wood, seeping into every corner.

She pushed open her bedroom door, half-expecting it to feel different after dinner, but it was the same. Quiet. Still. Waiting.

She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, staring out at the small room as if it were some foreign place she’d been dropped into without a map. The quilted bedspread, the lace curtains, the cross hanging above the door, it was all too much like a relic from another life.

Her gaze caught on the nightstand.

The drawer where she’d shoved the key-chain.

Her fingers itched, but she didn’t move.

Instead, she crossed to the window and pulled it open, letting the cool night air drift in. The sounds of the town were distant, faint music from somewhere down the hill, crickets in the grass, and the occasional bark of a dog.

And underneath it all, the steady heartbeat of the mountains themselves.

She sat on the windowsill, drawing her knees up to her chest.

Somewhere out there, her mother was driving back home, back to the apartment that felt too empty now. Back to her job, her endless shifts, her quiet grief.

Elena squeezed her eyes shut.

She hated how much she missed her already.

And she hated even more how much she missed him.

Tommy’s laughter used to fill every room they shared, loud, unapologetic, always pulling her along even when she rolled her eyes at him.

Now the world felt muted without it. Like everything was trapped under glass.

She sat there, breathing in the night air, trying to remember what it felt like to be whole. Trying to remember anything that didn’t hurt.

A knock startled her, soft but deliberate against the door frame.

She opened her eyes to find Grandma Maggie standing there again, a folded quilt in her arms.

“Thought you might want an extra blanket,” Maggie said, her voice even.

Elena hesitated but nodded.

Maggie stepped inside, laying the quilt gently at the foot of the bed. She didn’t linger or pry, just stood there for a moment, studying Elena with that calm, unreadable gaze.

“Sometimes it gets cold up here at night,” Maggie said, her tone light, almost casual. “Mountain air has its way of sneaking in, whether you want it to or not.”

Elena gave a faint nod, unsure whether they were still talking about the weather.

Maggie’s eyes softened just slightly as if she understood the unspoken weight hanging between them.

“I lost your grandfather in this house,” Maggie said suddenly, her voice low, steady. “Fifty-three years together. One morning, he just didn’t wake up.”

Elena blinked, caught off guard.

Maggie didn’t look away.

“I spent a lot of nights right there by that window,” she continued, nodding toward the spot where Elena sat. “Trying to make sense of it. Trying to tell myself I’d imagined the whole thing, that maybe he’d walk through that door and ask what was for breakfast.”

Elena swallowed hard, the words catching in her throat.

“But grief,” Maggie said, her voice quiet but firm, “it doesn’t play by rules. Doesn’t knock before it barges in. Doesn’t tell you how long it plans to stay.”

Elena’s fingers tightened around her knees, her heart thudding painfully.

Maggie gave a small, knowing smile.

“It has a way of changing you,” she said. “But it doesn’t have to break you.”

The room fell into a soft hush, the words lingering between them.

Elena didn’t know what to say. Part of her wanted to snap, to push back against the way her grandmother seemed to understand too much. Another part, the quieter, more exhausted part, wanted to sink into that soft quilt and let the words wrap around her like a lifeline.

But instead, she said nothing.

Maggie seemed to expect that.

“Well,” she said, turning toward the door, “I’ll leave you to it. Don’t stay up too late staring at the moon. It’ll still be there in the morning.”

She paused in the doorway, glancing back once more.

“You’re stronger than you think, Elena,” she said softly. “You just don’t know it yet.”

And with that, she disappeared down the hall, her footsteps fading into the quiet.

Elena sat frozen for a long time after she left, the words echoing in her chest.

Stronger than you think.

She wasn’t sure she believed that.

But somewhere deep inside, deeper than she wanted to admit, something in her shifted.

Just a little.

She pulled the window closed, locking out the night air, and climbed under the quilt her grandmother had left.

It smelled like lavender and cedar and something else, something safe.

And for the first time in what felt like forever, Elena’s eyes drifted shut without her even realizing.

Outside, the wind moved through the trees again, steady and soft.

And somewhere in the distance, the first light of dawn began to stir beyond the mountains.

Morning came quietly, slipping through the lace curtains in soft, golden ribbons. Elena stirred before she even opened her eyes, the unfamiliar weight of the quilt cocooning her in its warmth. For a brief, hazy moment, she didn’t remember where she was.

Then it all came rushing back.

Silver Ridge. Grandma Maggie. The fight with her mother. The heaviness in her chest.

Her eyes fluttered open, adjusting to the soft light pouring into the room. The air smelled of fresh bread and something sweet, maybe cinnamon, and a distant, earthy scent that reminded her she was no longer surrounded by pavement and traffic.

She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes. Somewhere downstairs, she could hear the faint hum of a radio, the low murmur of voices, likely some morning devotional broadcast Maggie always kept on.

Her stomach rumbled, and though part of her wanted to stay curled up beneath the quilt forever, the scent of breakfast tugged at her.

She pulled on a worn hoodie and jeans, her feet cold against the wooden floor, and made her way downstairs.

The kitchen was already alive with the sounds of morning. Maggie stood by the stove, flipping something in a cast-iron skillet, her hair pinned up in its usual neat twist.

“You’re up earlier than I expected,” Maggie said, without turning around.

Elena shrugged, lingering near the doorway. “The sun’s bright.”

Maggie chuckled. “Mountain mornings are like that. No curtains thick enough to block them out.”

Elena hovered by the table, unsure of where to put herself.

“Sit,” Maggie said, nodding toward the chair. “Coffee or tea?”

“Coffee,” Elena answered before she could stop herself. She wasn’t sure why; it wasn’t like she drank it often, but the word slipped out anyway.

Maggie simply nodded, pouring a cup and sliding it across the table.

“Cream and sugar are there if you want them.”

Elena wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the warmth seep into her skin.

Breakfast appeared on the table without fanfare: fluffy biscuits, scrambled eggs, thick-cut bacon, and a jar of homemade peach preserves that glowed like sunlight.

Maggie sat down across from her, bowing her head briefly in a quiet prayer before digging in.

Elena hesitated, then scooped some eggs onto her plate, keeping her eyes low.

They ate in relative silence for a while, the only sounds being the clinking of forks and the occasional scrape of a chair against the floor.

Maggie was the first to speak.

“After you finish, I’ll show you around the property,” she said casually, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Plenty to see. The garden’s in bloom, and the goats need feeding.”

Elena’s eyebrows lifted, startled. “Goats?”

Maggie’s lips twitched. “Three of them. They’re good company if you don’t mind a bit of sass.”

Elena gave a half-hearted smile despite herself, the image of her stern grandmother wrangling goats far more amusing than she expected.

“You’ll help with chores,” Maggie continued, unfazed. “But first, we’ll take a walk into town. I want to introduce you to some folks.”

Elena’s stomach sank at that.

“I don’t need to meet anyone,” she muttered, pushing her eggs around her plate.

“Mm-hmm,” Maggie said, unconvinced. “Still, you will.”

Elena’s fork paused midair.

“Why?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

Maggie’s gaze was calm, steady as ever.

“Because you’re going to be here a while,” she said. “And because hiding in this house won’t heal what’s broken.”

Elena’s jaw clenched.

“I’m not broken.”

Maggie didn’t flinch.

“Didn’t say you were,” she replied gently. “But hurt? Yes. And I’ve lived long enough to know that staying locked inside your head only makes it worse.”

Elena didn’t reply. She just stared at her plate, heat creeping up her neck.

Maggie let it go, standing and clearing her dishes with quiet efficiency.

“Finish up,” she said over her shoulder. “We’ll leave in ten.”

Elena glared at her coffee, wishing she could sink into it and disappear.

But ten minutes later, she found herself trudging down the gravel driveway beside her grandmother, the morning sun bright and relentless overhead.

The town spread out below them, small and sleepy but humming with quiet life. A few shopkeepers were sweeping sidewalks, and flower boxes spilled over with vibrant blooms. Everything looked too perfect, too untouched by the kind of grief that weighed Elena down.

They walked in silence at first, the gravel crunching under their shoes. Elena shoved her hands deep into her pockets, her hoodie pulled tight against the chill that still lingered in the mountain air.

Maggie greeted nearly everyone they passed by name.

“Morning, Bill,” she called to an older man unloading crates of apples outside a shop.

“Morning, Margaret,” he replied with a warm grin. “Bringing company, I see.”

Maggie smiled, glancing at Elena. “My granddaughter, Elena. She’ll be staying the summer.”

Bill gave a friendly nod, his eyes kind. “Welcome to Silver Ridge, young lady.”

Elena muttered a barely audible “Thanks,” her cheeks burning under the sudden attention.

Maggie didn’t miss a beat, leading her further down the street.

They passed a little bakery, the scent of cinnamon and fresh bread drifting out into the air, then a hardware store, a small library, and finally, a whitewashed church at the end of Main Street.
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