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Chapter 1 — Hallow’s Edge
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Herbarium marginalia, H.

Thresholds eat what you drop. Sweep first, salt second, iron last. Milk if the house remembers hunger.

Helena set the big glass salt bowl in my hands like a baby and sent me to every doorway with instructions to make thin bright lines that the broom couldn’t bully. “Not pretty,” she said. “Pretty is for worship and weddings.” She had me pour milk into a chipped saucer and slide it under the kitchen table. “For the house,” she said when I raised an eyebrow. “It knows how to be hungry and quiet at the same time.”

Uncle Theo fussed with the porch light and pretended not to watch us. “If anyone asks,” he said, “this is for ants.”

“It is,” Helena said. “The tall kind. With badges and pamphlets.”

She put three iron nails on the windowsill above the sink and lined them up with the kind of care you give to saints or sockets. “Keys and nails are cousins,” she told me. “They close things and open them. One is a promise. The other is a warning. Don’t confuse them.”

“Why all this now?” Theo asked, his voice too bright. “The festival’s over. The town put its masks away.”

“The town put on its face,” Helena said. “We’re the ones taking ours off.”

He shook his head and shuffled the flyers under his arm even though he wasn’t going anywhere. Open House, Rowan Place. He’s been trying to sell our decrepit B&B since I was ten and learned what a room smells like when it doesn’t remember people.

“There’ll be buyers,” he said. “City people. Work from home. They like ‘character.’ They’ll take the garden if you call it ‘heritage.’”

“They’ll strip it for a view,” Helena said. “They’ll worship the wrong thing.” She pressed the oldest key into my palm again. “Iron last, always.”

He threw his hands up. “Lila, talk sense.”

“I’m sixteen,” I said. “I don’t even talk sense to myself.”

Theo’s mouth softened. He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear the way he did when I was five and mad at doors. “You always have,” he said. “That’s the problem.”

Closer to midnight, the front steps creaked in a rhythm that wasn’t ours. Sheriff Carver’s silhouette cut the streetlamp into segments. Addison stood beside him like a moon choosing which ocean to boss. Pastor Emmett hovered two paces back, hands folded in the kind of clasp that looks like prayer and is actually paperwork.

Mira whispered, “We could turn off the light and pretend to be in bed.”

“They know our house doesn’t sleep,” I said.

Theo opened the door before they could knock and filled the frame with a salesman’s smile. “Sheriff. Pastor. Addison.”

“Evening, Theo.” Sheriff Carver tipped his hat at nothing in particular. “Heard there was an incident with... gardening.”

“Incidents are more your daughter’s specialty,” Mira muttered under her breath, and I nudged her because Pastor Emmett’s ears are like nets.

“Festival decorations can be a hazard,” Pastor Emmett said in his Sunday voice—which is to say the Wednesday one he rehearses for Sunday. “We thought we’d stop by. Offer help.”

“Sweet of you,” Helena called, not rising. “We already vacuumed the devil out of the rug.”

Addison’s smile had new teeth in it. “We’re talking about the poison bed,” she said, lilting. “Dad says it’s unwise. How many dog walkers cut through your yard? What if a child—”

“Dies?” Helena asked, and Addison’s mouth stuttered, surprised to find mortality in a sentence. “Children die from worship more than they die from weeds,” Helena went on. “Go home.”

Pastor Emmett shifted his weight. “Perhaps we can meet, Helena. Find... mutually acceptable boundaries. The church has concerns about spiritual—”

“The church has concerns about property lines,” Helena said. “The garden isn’t a sanctuary. It’s a tool shed.”

Sheriff Carver cleared his throat the way men do before they say now, ladies. “We don’t want trouble, ma’am.”

“You make trouble,” Helena said. “Then tithe from it.” She looked at me, not them. “Lila. The salt.”

I stepped forward, bowl snug against my hip, and dusted the threshold with a line thin as a vein. Sheriff Carver took a half-step back without meaning to. Addison saw it and flushed. Pastor Emmett looked at the line like it had ruined his sermon.

“You can’t salt the whole town, kid,” Sheriff Carver said, not unkindly.

“I can start with the parts that keep pretending to be holy,” I said, and felt the garden tilt toward my mouth like a radio turning its dial.

Theo clapped his hands once, brisk. “We’re tired,” he said. “Festival work. Come by in the daylight. I’ll make coffee. We’ll tour the property. You can admire how the porch sags without calling it sin.”

“We’ll do that,” Pastor Emmett said, already retreating. Sheriff Carver touched his hat to Helena out of old habit. Addison lingered one heartbeat too long and studied my face like it held an answer she’d paid for. Then she pivoted with unnecessary grace and followed her father to the cruiser without slipping on the leaves. Practice.

Mira closed the door. “Was that diplomacy?”

“That was not feeding the choir,” Helena said. “Sleep.”

I didn’t. I lay on my side with the Herbarium open and watched my breath count itself without permission. There’s a spot in the ceiling where plaster has sagged into a cloud the shape of a woman lying down. When I was little, I was sure it was my mother. Tonight, with the garden pressing its face to the glass of my nerves, the ceiling-woman looked like a witness.

At 2:17, the house flexed. The bedframe answered with a small unfrightened sound. The milk under the table had formed a skin. Something in the garden touched the gate without rattling it. My palm—itched, then cooled—like a candle deciding not to be dramatic.

I must have slept because I dreamed I was inside the mask. Not wearing it—being it. Petals hinged where cheeks should be; the mouth a seam that learned my shape from the inside. I walked the town-not-town: same streets, wrong stars. Every house had a bowl of salt behind the door. Every window wore an iron nail. The mill’s windows spilled a warmth that wasn’t fire. I passed the church and it blinked, embarrassed. Pastor Emmett stood on the steps and reached for the mask. I leaned away without moving. Hands are not allowed to touch faces in dreams.

I woke to the smell of rosemary steam and eggs. Helena was already at the stove, hair pinned with a pencil, sweater buttoned wrong and not caring. “Your face,” she said by way of good morning. “It’s on.”

“Do I need to take it off?”

“Not yet. Eat.”

Theo was at the table with a spreadsheet and an expression that made him look like he could read Latin. “The Chamber’s going to push a heritage district,” he said. “We’ll be inside it. Property values will go up in the tax man’s heart and down in our wallets.”

“Tell the Chamber to come salt our porch,” Helena said. “We’ll see who worships whom.”

I ate obediently, iron into the machine. The cut on my palm had closed without drama, no scab, no scar—a line of lighter skin like a whisper after a shout. I pressed on it until it hurt. I don’t know why that made me feel sane.

“Take Mira to school,” Helena said. “Walk the back way. The town breathes wrong at the square today.”

“How do you—”

“I married your grandfather in that square,” she said. “It has never forgiven me.”

On the back steps, a black moth rested on the railing like punctuation. I offered it my finger and it stepped on, light, unpossessive. Mira made a face. “Please don’t bring fauna.”

“It brought me,” I said, and set it on the fence where the sun found it and made it plain: wings the color of old plums, a dust that would survive three washings.

“You look taller,” Mira said when we hit the lane.

“I didn’t sleep.”

“That does it.”

She bumped my shoulder. We walked with the easy silence of girls who already know the worst and will keep showing up anyway. At the hedgerow break, we both stopped. The air felt thick as bread dough. Prickle isn’t a word you can explain to someone without the blood for it; it’s weather that thinks it’s a person. We let it pass. We went on.

First period, the intercom screamed a tone it doesn’t have and then apologized in a busy woman’s voice. Principal Avery announced a “Moment of Gratitude” and then read a list of people who had “made last night special”: the Lions Club, the Rotary, the Church Women, Sheriff Carver, Addison Carver “for organizing the costume contest,” and “our youth ministry partners at Emmett Chapel.” He did not say Mila Sanchez, who pulled a toddler out from under a toppled pumpkin; or Mr. Breen’s back; or Ms. Reed’s palm; or the kid who put his own coat around a girl who didn’t know she was cold yet. The bloom in me rose; I pressed my thumb into it the way you press on a bruise to remind it where it begins.

In the hall, Sheriff Carver leaned by the trophy case, speaking to Pastor Emmett, both of them angled to watch the stream of students without looking like they were. Addison scrolls and doesn’t lift her eyes but is somehow seeing everything. For a second the glass reflected my face and I didn’t recognize it; not because I looked different, but because I looked mine in a way that startled me.

Nurse Vi caught me outside her door with a juice cup already open. “You look like a girl doing triage.”

“I am,” I said.

“On whose patient?”

“Town,” I said, because whispers sometimes get tired of being shy. “And me, if that’s allowed.”

“Better be.” She nodded at my palm. “You’re healing ugly.”

“Compliment?”

“Prediction. Eat crackers. Don’t turn into a poster.”

In English, Pastor Emmett visited class to announce “a voluntary evening vigil for the community.” He used the word covering twice, which is a word we don’t like when it’s spoken by men. Addison handed out flyers with VIGIL in a font that thinks serifs are god’s fingernails. She gave me two, like Noah’s animals. “Bring your grandmother,” she murmured. “It would be... valuable.”

“What’s the price of valuable?” I asked.

She smiled with every tooth and said, “Oh, you know.”

Mira took the second flyer from my desk and folded it until it was a ship. She flicked it, perfect arc, into the trash. “Sunk,” she said.

At lunch, the cafeteria smelled like ketchup and fluorescent forgiveness. Jonah Reyes slid into the seat across from me with a tray of fries and a face that made my chest unclench by one notch. “Heard your garden exhaled,” he said as if we were discussing weather.

“Who told you?”

“Half the town’s women. Mr. Patel. A moth.”

“Which half?”

“The useful half,” he said, grinning. “I brought contraband.” He set an orange and a packet of salt on the tray between us like smugglers dividing loot. “The soda machine is acting possessed again. Want to watch me fix it without performing miracles?”

“I never want to watch anything else.”

We did the hinge-thump, the coil-lift, the ritual of stubborn machines. The bloom in me reached; I held it like a dog at a park who thinks every child is his. Jonah leaned his shoulder against the vending glass. “I heard the sheriff came by last night.”

“He brought his daughter and a pastor to comfort the property lines.”

Jonah’s mouth did that twist he does when he wants to be angry later. “You want me at the vigil?” he asked.

“Only if you need the spectacle.”

He nodded, serious. “I might bring rope and pretend it’s a rosary.”

“Blasphemy,” I said, smiling.

“Policy,” he said.

We kept our eyes on our fries like they might run.

After last bell, the Violet showed up where no one else could see it. In the girls’ bathroom, a smear by the mirror like a hand had been there practicing worship. In the gym, a faint thumbprint on the locked equipment cage. On the science wing floor, five little ovals as if a blossom had hopped across tile to avoid being seen. Prickle wasn’t asking anymore; it was practicing its signature. I salted what I could without making it a show. I kept moving.

On the walk home, the square breathed wrong like Helena had promised. The statue of the mill founder stared past us as if we were the kind of people who didn’t buy shirts. Pastor Emmett had set up a tasteful table by the church steps—candles, a blank book for “prayers,” small cards with 2:17 in a serif that wanted to be marble. Addison supervised. Sheriff Carver stood with his arms crossed like a fence.

“Rowan,” Addison called. The way she says it you can hear the ow and the win at the same time.

I stopped. It’s rude not to. “Addison.”

“My friends are putting together a costume reel for socials. Did you get any good shots of the arch? Or... you know.” She dropped her voice. “Your garden?”

“That’s not content,” I said.

“Everything is,” she said, and her smile had real pity in it for the first time. “You can either be the story or someone will make it without you.”

“People who say that always have a camera,” I said.

She tilted her head, generous. “You could have one too.”

Sheriff Carver’s eyes slid over me and did the math men do when they’re adding up future trouble and trying not to show their work. “Evening, Lila,” he said.

“Evening, Sheriff,” I said. “Is the vigil going to be at 2:17 or just themed?”

Pastor Emmett smiled with his lips. “We’ll gather at nine,” he said. “We’ll keep watch until the hour.” He glanced at Helena’s house, which you can see from the church if you think you’re allowed to. “It’s good when a town stands together.”

“I prefer when it sits and does its chores,” I said. Mira elbowed me lightly, which is friend code for save some for later.

We walked on. The moth from the morning was waiting on our fence, wings spread like a wet painting. I let it climb onto my finger again. “We don’t do vigils,” I told it. “We do kitchens.”

Helena set a bowl of water on the table, dropped in three basil leaves, and told me to wash my cut in it. “We’ll see if the plant remembers you kindly,” she said. “And if you remember yourself.”

The water went dusky at the edges—just a tint, just a memory. I thought about drinking it and didn’t.

“Pastor invited us to watch him watch,” Theo called from the front room.

“We have our own clock,” Helena said. “Ours keeps better time.”

When night lay down, I lay on the rug near the baseboard where the heat breathes. I pressed my ear to wood and heard the house practice. Not a hymn. A chore list. Pipes listing their complaints. Nails arguing with beams. The refrigerator running the numbers. The garden bumping the gate once, twice, then holding.

At 9:00, candlelight pooled across the square and voices rose in well-behaved unison. Somebody brought a guitar. Somebody else shushed. The church book took down names. Our house did not kneel.

At 2:12, the moth came to the window and tapped once with a wing. At 2:15, my cut itched like a new moon. At 2:16, I felt the town inhale—not for worship, for weather. At 2:17, everything held. Lights along Main dimmed as if lids lowered; breath stopped—the human kind, the wire kind, the storm kind—and then came back with a sound like small forgivenesses being counted. The candles across the square guttered and revived. Someone said “amen” too loud. The guitar player strummed and pretended it was on purpose. In our kitchen, the milk saucer under the table had lost its skin.

“Price?” Helena said from the doorway, quiet as a decision.

I checked: a nosebleed waiting and then deciding it would not be dramatic tonight. The ache under my collarbone, petal-curved, present. My palm lined with a healed white like a sentence erased by a patient teacher. “Receipts in order,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “Sleep.”

I didn’t, not yet. I texted Jonah you alive? and he sent back a photo of rope coiled like a question mark and the word policy. I sent back chores and then milk, and he replied with a cow emoji because humor is iron if you don’t let it rust.

My last thought before sleep was stupid and true: If I am a room, I would like to be one with chairs that don’t squeak when scared kids sit down. The house exhaled like it had been holding that thought too.

I dreamed again of the mask, but this time I wasn’t inside it or wearing it. It hung over the garden like a moon you can touch. When I reached up, someone else’s hand—older, sure—reached down and we didn’t meet. Not worship. Not yet. The air between our fingertips felt like a hinge on the right door, newly oiled.

I woke to sunlight on the violet smear on my sheet. It had faded to almost-not-there, a bruise deciding to forgive. I rubbed salt into it anyway, for my own satisfaction, and heard Helena downstairs humming the rowan tune that keeps flies off fruit.

“Up,” she called. “There’s work.”

“Always,” I said, and smiled because work is not worship and I am learning the difference by inches.

On the porch, Uncle Theo had stacked Open House flyers by the rail where the morning wind could choose to take them. A few had blown across the walk and landed faceup in the herb bed, so the words looked like a prayer nobody here had said aloud. I picked them up, shook dirt off, and set them back in the pile.

“Thanks,” Theo said. His smile was tired and still the most handsome thing on this block. “You think I’m a villain.”

“I think you’re scared,” I said. “And that you call it progress so it sounds tall.”

He winced and then grinned because honest women make him fall in love with the world again. “Fair,” he said. “You’ll stand with me when buyers come?”

“I’ll stand,” I said. “Standing’s not worship either.”

He kissed the top of my head like a man signing for a package he didn’t order and secretly needs.

Across the street, Addison watched from her porch, coffee cup in hand, phone in the other. Her face was unreadable for once. I lifted my palm in a gesture that could be hello or no further. She looked down, typed something, and the phone buzzed in my pocket a second later.

addison c.: your grandma is wild. you should bring her tonight. it’s safer when the town is together.

me: we were together last night. different room.

addison c.: the church isn’t a room, it’s—

She didn’t finish. I put the phone in my back pocket and went to help Helena with the broom. The broom didn’t mind being called holy as long as it got to finish its job.

The garden held its breath and let it out without a show. I could feel it learning me, the way a lock learns a key if you don’t bully it. I salted the gatepost in a thin, bright line and left the door open so the morning could come in and see we weren’t building a cathedral.

“Prickle,” Helena said, handing me the dustpan.

“Bloom,” I said, not a promise—just a word that had been waiting on my tongue.

“Fruit,” she said, and the key in my palm remembered the weight of that future.

We had not chosen this. We had chosen work. And if worship came looking for us, we would make it carry a chair.
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Chapter 2 — The Ledger and the Chore
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Herbarium, H.—Rowan marginalia

Prickle → Bloom → Fruit. The order is old. If something tries to skip steps, charge double. Salt first. Milk for nerves. Iron last.

Helena says the house wakes hungry and shy like a good dog. “Let it have small things,” she told me at breakfast, tapping the rim of the saucer we’d left under the table. Overnight, the milk had skinned over, then pulled itself to the saucer’s edge in one white curl, as if it had tried to climb and remembered dignity. She broke the film with a spoon. “We are not raising saints,” she said. “We are feeding workers.”

Uncle Theo sat with his laptop and a hope that could be mistaken for optimism if you didn’t know him. “Two emails from city couples,” he said. “Work-from-home, both. They want porches and birdsong and a yard that will convince their friends they’re complicated. They want a garden. They do not know the difference between heritage and upkeep.”

“They’ll call a weed a curated imperfection,” Mira said, stealing toast and not meeting anyone’s eyes because she didn’t sleep either.

“Careful,” Helena murmured, “you sound like worship.” She slid the Herbarium across the table to me. The book fell open to a page worn thin by thumbs: Atropa belladonna—nightshade. Helena’s hand had copied, in her fierce forward script:

Prickle: The first attention. Rooms look at you. Lights breathe wrong. Do not perform. Count screws.

Bloom: It asks something of your bones. You must be the one to say what. Salt to the thresholds. Iron at the end.

Fruit: It will try to turn gratitude into tribute. Set a table. Make it wash dishes. Refuse crowns.

Under that, in a steadier hand—my great-grandmother’s, I think: Blood is a receipt. Keep it neat. Itemize cost. No store credit.

“Prickle’s been and gone,” Helena said, watching my face. “Bloom is next. It will arrive like you already agreed to it.”

“What if I didn’t?” I asked.

“Then you charge double,” she said, and kissed the top of my head like a stamp.

On the way to school, Ms. Reed lifted her palm at the crosswalk and the traffic obeyed with a grateful groan. “Eyes up,” she said when I reached her. “You’re walking like the world is writing on your forehead.”

“It is,” I said. “And it’s misspelling.”

“Then make your face small,” she said. “Let them read the sign instead.” She flicked her baton at the light and it, obligingly, turned green for the one car that always seems to be late and loud.

In homeroom, the announcements did their patient hymn. Fall Vigil at Emmett Chapel, nine p.m. through two a.m., all are welcome. Peer mediation in Room 112 after last bell. Student council meeting—Addison Carver presiding. Addison’s name came out like a small trumpet when Mr. Avery read it. The PA clicked off with a sound like a jar sealing.

Second period, I caught the smell of the copier two rooms over—warm plastic, a faint electric bite—and flinched like it had cursed at me. Mira leaned into my shoulder. “Stay. Don’t float.”

“I’m here,” I said, even though here felt slippery.

At my locker I found a folded sheet of printer paper tucked into the slats. I expected VIGIL in serifs. What I got was a photo, cropped rough, low-light grain: our garden in the frost-bloom, vines shining blackly, a smear of violet in the corner that could have been my blood or a lens trying to forgive itself. Underneath, in pen: pretty poison. Addison’s handwriting is cheerfully legible—the kind of girl who wants you to understand her while she undoes you. I slid the paper into the Herbarium, let it devolve into a pressed leaf.

Nurse Vi intercepted me in the hall with a juice and the kind of face people practice on their own in mirrors. “You look like you’re carrying a tray with too many cups,” she said. “Put some down.”

“Which ones?”

“The ones that tip.”

“That’s all of them.”

She handed me a granola bar that tasted like obligation and handed Mira a second one because she knows love by weight. “Don’t be emblems,” she said, and as I started to protest she added, “I know you won’t. I’m practicing on kids who think posterhood pays.”

“Posters curl,” Mira said. “We’ll stay stapled.”

“Staples rust,” Nurse Vi said, pleased. “Eat.”

Peer mediation in Room 112 smelled like juice boxes and the warm dust of ancient carpet. The seniors facilitating—boys in cardigan armor, girls who use the word dialogue without flinching—read from scripts about curfews and grades and the way parental voices climb ladders they don’t know how to climb back down. I sat in the back and watched where people’s eyes went when they said I.

A freshman slid into the chair beside me late, hair wet, bruise on her knee like a plum. She stared at her hands like they were kids she’d rather not be babysitting. I slid my packet to the edge of my desk without looking at her. She took it the way thirsty people take water and don’t stop to ask who brought the cup. The bloom in my chest softened; it approves of transactions without witnesses.

“Lila Rowan?” Ms. Rivera called from the front, and the whole room swivelled. “You signed up to observe. Would you be willing to model a boundary statement?”

Four dozen faces waiting for my mouth. I could feel the stage try to build itself around me. Do not solve what wants worship. It’s hard to obey your own handwriting out loud.

“Maybe later,” I said, and smiled in the hard way. Ms. Rivera nodded like teachers do when someone chooses not to perform and the lesson still works.

After, in the hall, Addison stepped into my path with practiced ease. “You got my note,” she said. No question. Her hair smelled like money that likes itself.

“I put it in a book about poison,” I said.

“Cute.” She held up her phone and a loop of last night’s frost shimmered on her screen—my garden reduced to content and still managing to be itself. The bloom in me reared. “We’re raising funds at the vigil,” she said. “For the women’s shelter. You could come read from your diary.”

“I keep my diaries in my kitchen,” I said. “They have soap on them.”

She blinked at me, not understanding and pretending not to mind. “Think about it,” she said, which is what rich girls say when they don’t expect you to.

Pastor Emmett drifted over like a cloud in a painting that’s more expensive than it needs to be. “Your grandmother is invited, of course.”

“She’s always invited,” I said, “by the people who want her to translate them for themselves.” He winced as if I had thrown salt in his mouth.

Sheriff Carver leaned on the trophy case and looked past me at the football photo from 1998 where he still had knees and a smile. “Evening,” he said. The word sounded wrong at noon. “You keep well.”

“Trying.”

He studied my face the way men study maps on their way to getting lost. “Rowan Place is on a lot of tongues,” he said. “Don’t let it get lonely.”

“Then stop licking it,” Mira said, not loud enough to be a write-up. The Sheriff’s mouth did a something that might have been a smile once, before it learned to be a warning.

By last bell, the Violet had signed three more places only I could read: a thumbnail mark on the gym’s side door; a thumbed crescent on the music room’s light switch; five neat ovals near the cafeteria tray return like a blossom had crossed on tiptoe. I salted what I could without making my hands into a show. I let the rest wait. “Prickle,” I told myself. “Stay in your lane.”

Jonah met us on the back steps with a coil of rope and a grin like an apology you want to accept even before you know what it’s for. “Bridge?” he asked.

“Bridge,” I said.

The river looked like a taught muscle under a fine skin. We anchored to the railing with a strap he’d bought with lunch money. “Two points,” he said. “Redundancy is love.” He showed Mira the chair knot—two half-hitches, a figure eight—and she practiced three times until she could do it without thinking and without trying to do it better than the knot wanted to be.

“Vigil tonight?” Jonah asked.

“We have our own watch,” I said.

“Good. I get itchy in rooms that practice being gods.”

We took turns sitting in the rope chair—feet off the ground, weight held by trust and good habit. The sheriff rolled by slow and made a mental note of our faces. He didn’t stop. That made a note of its own.

On our walk back, a freshman boy in a foam mascot head tried to backflip off the bleachers for his friends and caught his ankle wrong in the first instant. I saw the fall before gravity did. The bloom stood up inside me, hungry, certain. I slid a chair one foot without being noticed. He hit it, ugly and safe. The friends whooped. The boy limped on his pride. I shook like a bus had missed me by a hymn.

Mira squeezed my wrist—iron, warm. Jonah handed me a juice from somewhere he shouldn’t have been able to get it. “Policy,” he said.

“Chores,” I answered, and felt the bloom sit down like a dog told to stay.

Dusk leaned on the town and the church lit itself up like an altar that knows enough to flatter. People gathered—candles and coats and the kind of silence that cameras like. Addison moved through the crowd like a hostess, hugging girls who’d never been to her house, shaking hands with mothers whose names she knew from PTA rosters and not from kitchens. Pastor Emmett stood on the steps and called us community until the word deglazed and lost its fond. Sheriff Carver kept his hands in pockets he’d paid for himself; men respect him for that alone.

We watched from the edge of the square. Helena will step into a church for weddings, funerals, and bake sales where sugar is the only god. Tonight she stayed on our side of the street like a tide line. “Let them have their room,” she said, not unkindly. “We have ours.”

Theo hovered near the curb, flyers under his arm. A man in a peacoat with a city haircut introduced himself—David, Boston, remote work—and gestured toward Rowan Place with the polite hunger of someone who’s stood outside bakeries on cold mornings and made plans. “We love... character,” he said. “Would the garden... stay?”

“It depends,” Theo said, charming, “on whether you call it ‘heritage’ or ‘liability.’”

“Call it a job,” Helena said to no one in particular.

From the church’s lawn, the generator for the outdoor heater coughed and then remembered it had pride. I smelled gasoline two seconds before the crowd did; the scent pulled taut in my head and wrote itself wrong. A volunteer in a fleece knelt by the unit with a lighter in one hand because people who don’t know machines think fire soothes them.

“Don’t,” Mira breathed.

The bloom stood in me, every petal stiff. I could stop it. I could stop it big. The whole town would feel the heat die and call it miracle. They’d give my name a chair.

“Do not solve what wants worship,” Helena said in my ear, precisely, the way a code book sounds in a good spy movie.

I went small. I walked across the grass like a girl with the useful face. I bent like a person who knows better. I laid my palm on the generator’s metal shroud and said nothing to it that anyone could overhear. The wrong brightened, then went out. The line hissed itself sulky; the choke unhitched. I closed the lighter with two fingers. “It’ll flood if you nurse it,” I told the volunteer, and she blinked and nodded and put her hands in her pockets like a schoolchild who’d almost set a thing on fire on purpose and learned a different trick.

I paid as I walked back. It came like a receipt prints—fast, unavoidable, cheap paper. Nose, fine trickle. Ears, cotton wool. Knees, hollow. I sat on the curb because girls who want to live learn how to meet sidewalks on their own terms. Jonah’s hand was under my elbow before my body knew the ground was there. Mira pressed a tissue into my palm and stood between me and any cameras. Helena’s shadow fell over all three of us like the porch roof during summer rain.

Across the street, Addison’s face went through a tiny weather of disappointment. She’d felt the crowd lean toward a show. She’d felt it right itself. She watched my hand like she could see the cost. Then she smiled, not unkindly, like a woman adding a column on a spreadsheet marked Rowan and realizing it runs longer than expected.

Pastor Emmett’s voice lifted, syrupy at the edges. “The Lord keeps watch,” he said, and the choir behind him, all dressed in their warmest righteousness, hummed a chord that wanted to be purchased.

Our house breathed at 2:17 miles before we reached its door. I felt the town gather its lungs. The candles on the church steps guttered and then learned discipline. The square sighed. Somebody said “amen” too hard and startled a child into crying. Helena put the key into my hand and closed my fingers around it. Iron hummed back, low—like a voice you’ve always known and never trusted.

“Price?” she asked.

“Small,” I said, because it was—tonight. The big ones save themselves.

“Good.” She reached past me to flick the porch light off and on in a rhythm I’ve only ever seen in storm season. One-two. One. One-two. It wasn’t code. It was a way to tell the night we were counting with it, not against.

I thought Bloom would arrive like a parade. It did not. It came the way being tall arrives: enough small changes that one morning all the mirrors agree. I was brushing my teeth when the skin under my collarbone pushed like a sigh learning to be muscle. I looked, expecting a bruise. Not bruise. A darkening, petal-curved. Not petal. The shadow of a petal, like a flower projected through skin, a stain deciding to keep the shape it liked best.

I pressed with two fingers and felt the ache answer, not pain, pressure—like a hand on a door saying we’re going to do this together, yes? I didn’t say yes. I didn’t say no. I counted the cracks in the tile until my voice came back, then said, “We will not do this for men with microphones.”

The shadow brightened and then stilled, as if the plant had nodded into my bones.

At school, the Violet had learned humor. A smear on Sheriff Carver’s cruiser doorhandle that no one but me would ever notice. A petal-print on the corner of the church flyer Addison taped up over Ms. Patel’s “Choose Kindness.” A thumb of color where Pastor Emmett’s hand had touched the lectern. Fruit will be later, I told myself, trying to feel grateful for the petty. Fruit will demand.

Between classes, a kid spilled a backpack full of notebooks and shame across the hall. I wanted to tell the floor to rise up and return his things. I knelt and gathered pages and gave them back faster than shame can talk. “Thank you,” he muttered, trying to disappear. “We don’t do that here,” I said, which was both untrue and a wish.

Addison passed and gave me a look that could sell guilt wholesale. She’d heard—of course she had—that the generator hadn’t burned and the vigil hadn’t made the evening news. “We missed you,” she said.

“I was there,” I said.

“Be there better next time,” she said, and peeled off like a pretty storm.

I wanted to be cruel enough to survive a girl like her. I wanted to be kind enough to deserve not having to be cruel. The bloom in me wanted a job. “Work,” I told it. “Work only.”

After last bell, Theo texted: Buyers coming at five. Dress like a house people want. He added a winky face because he cannot help dressing hope up for company. I brought Mira because she is my weather and Jonah because he understands rope and rooms. We shook out the good towels and set the good cups on the good table under the good light that hums. Helena salted the threshold in a line so thin only people who see the difference between pretty and useful would notice.

David from Boston came with Lina from Not Boston and they smiled at everything like money used to be mean to them and now it is trying to make it up. They loved the porch. They loved the floor that groans in B-flat. They loved the kitchen until Helena set the Herbarium by the sink, respectful as a ledger, and then they loved the kitchen different.

“The garden?” Lina asked, careful.

“It feeds us,” Helena said.

“With what?” David asked, imagining basil and Instagram.

“Work,” Helena said. “Rules. Breath.”

“We’re... secular,” Lina said, fast, as if it were an apology.

“So are we,” Helena said, and smiled sweet enough to sting.

Out back, the nightshade hoops were dull and ordinary in afternoon. A moth the color of plums slept in the shadow of the fence like a promise I hadn’t made yet. Lina crouched, three feet from the bed, and looked in that sharp way city women learn—diagnostic, interested, unwilling to be fooled. “This is... poisonous,” she said, not spooked, accurate.

“So’s worship,” Helena said.

Lina almost smiled. Almost. “We have a dog,” she said instead.

“We have a fence,” I said.

David ran his hand along the gate as if stroking a cat. He looked at the key Helena wore on a ribbon around her neck as if it had been placed there for him in some brochure. “We’d keep it,” he said, meaning the garden, the rules, the story. “We’d be respectful.”

“No,” Helena said gently, and David straightened as if hit, though no one had touched him. “You’d be reverent,” she said. “This place will tolerate work. It will not suffer worship. Neither will my granddaughter.”

Lina looked at me then—not at the house, not at the vines, not at Helena. At my face. She nodded once, like someone finding the thing they’d been misnaming. “Thank you for showing us,” she said, and meant it. They left with their want folded neatly back into their coats like a sweater you can’t afford.

Theo watched them go with his heartbreak zipped up. “We could—”

“We’ll find the right buyers,” Helena said. “Or the buyers will find a different house.”

“We need money,” Theo said, at last uncovering the only god he still bows to.

“We need to not live in a cathedral,” Helena said, and laid her hand on his cheek and made him fifteen again, wrong and beloved and saved by the worst woman in town.

I took the ledger to the bridge because sometimes water is the only room that doesn’t try to be a church. Jonah and I hung our rope chair and sat in it, legs dangling, the river taut under our feet. “What’s Bloom like?” he asked.

“It’s polite,” I said. “It knocks.”

“You gonna open the door?”

“I already did,” I said. “I’m charging doppio.”

We sat until the town breathed. At 2:17, the streetlamps blinked in a rhythm I was starting to love and hate. Somewhere in the dark, a generator did not explode and a boy in a mascot head did not break his ankle and a girl with a backpack did not get into a car that called her sweetheart. These things did not happen and nobody clapped. The world is made out of that.

Jonah bumped my shoulder. “You’re glowing.”

“Everybody glows after midnight.”

“Make it after breakfast,” he said, stealing my mother’s line, and I laughed because the night is easier to carry when you remember what to steal.

On the way home, Sheriff Carver’s cruiser slid by like a thought a town tries not to have. He didn’t flash lights. He didn’t tap the horn. He just looked—past us, through us, around us—and made a note I could feel bruise somewhere I can’t reach.

“Do not solve what wants worship,” I told the dark, because sometimes you have to pray to the thing that isn’t a god just to remind it of the contract. The dark ignored me politely, which is what I want from it.

At the gate, Helena stood with the key in her hand, the way women in our family welcome and warn at once. She put the key on my palm and folded my fingers around it. “Iron last,” she said for the thousandth time and like a brand-new song.

I went to bed and did not sleep, then did, and dreamed a mask the size of the house lowered itself to the garden and hung there like a moon invented by a woman who has run out of patience. In the dream I raised my hand. The mask did not. We were two rooms agreeing not to become a church.

I woke to the Violet on my sheet, paler now, less interested in being special. I rubbed salt into it for my own satisfaction and watched it sulk back into the weave. I dressed like a house people want—clean, warm, no miracles—and ate what was put in front of me without asking it to absolve me.

When the town held its breath at 2:17 again that night, I was ready. The contract was signed. Blood: itemized, paid, not tipped. Bloom: present, invited to wash dishes. Fruit: not yet, not if I could help it.

I taped a new strip of blue under my bed frame and wrote on it in a hand only the floor would ever read:

I am not a stage.

If you want song, carry chairs.

If you want blood, bring the receipt.

Then I slept like furniture and woke like a room that keeps a list.
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Chapter 3 — The Mask That Doesn’t Blink (FINAL)
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Herbarium, Rosmarinus officinalis (rosemary)

For a clear head and a true tongue. Prickle → Bloom → Fruit. If anything tries to skip steps, charge double. Salt first. Milk for nerves. Iron last. If the mask asks your name, answer with chores.

Helena says the fastest way to turn a kitchen into a church is to stop sweeping. “Dust is worship that forgot what it loved,” she told me, pressing the broom into my hands like a relic that refuses promotion. The milk under the table had skinned again—an ivory lid pulled to the saucer’s edge, as if it meant to leave and remembered it had nowhere honest to go. She broke the film with a spoon. “We’re not raising saints. We’re feeding workers.”

Uncle Theo sat with his laptop open to an inbox and a hope he kept smoothing with his thumb. “Two emails from city couples,” he said. “Remote work, both. They want porches, birdsong, a yard with... ‘heritage.’ They ask if the garden stays.”

“They’ll call weeds curated,” Mira said from the doorway, dropping a bag of folded laundry that wasn’t ours and pretending it always had been. She stole toast and avoided my eyes because she didn’t sleep either.

“Careful,” Helena murmured. “That sounds like worship.” She turned the Herbarium to a page worn thin by thumbs and underlined with pencil: Prickle → Bloom → Fruit. If anything tries to skip steps, charge double. Under it, in her forward-slant hand: Salt first. Milk for nerves. Iron last. Beneath, a steadier script (great-grandmother’s): Blood is a receipt. Keep it neat. No store credit.

“What do I do when Bloom stops being polite?” I asked.

“Treat it like a sink,” Helena said. “Turn it off when you’re done.”

Outside, the square wore last night’s flyers like a rash: VIGIL TONIGHT curled in the corners, tape gone gray. Addison’s face—caught beside a pillar of prayer candles—had already made it into three storefront windows. She can appear useful where usefulness is busy.

At the crosswalk, Ms. Reed lifted her palm and traffic remembered it had knees. “You’re breathing shallow,” she said.

“Practice.”

“Practice smaller.” Two taps on the baton: count, don’t perform.

School smelled like disinfectant and sugar wrappers ground to confetti under shoes. Sheriff Carver talked to Principal Avery in the hall with a stance that said boys are watching—make authority look like a jacket. Pastor Emmett covered student notices with STORY HOUR flyers as if God required wall space. Addison hovered with a clipboard and that smile that’s all mutual benefit.

My locker coughed out a folded sheet. Photo: our garden in frost-bloom. In the corner, a violet smear that could have been my blood or a camera forgiving itself. Underneath, neat pen: pretty poison. Addison’s cheerful hand. I slid it into the Herbarium where it could flatten into unimportance.

Peer mediation in Room 112 smelled like juice boxes and old carpet. Ms. Rivera asked if I’d model a boundary statement. “Not today,” I said. Sometimes the lesson is the refusal. A freshman—Ari, bruise on her knee the color of thought—slipped in and took the packet I nudged toward her like an oxygen mask. The bloom in my chest approved precisely because nobody clapped.

At lunch, Jonah arrived with rope coiled like a pet in his hoodie pocket and set an orange on the table like contraband. “Heard the generator ‘miracle’ is making the rounds,” he said. “They think God fixed it personal.”

“Let them. As long as they eat and go home.”

He grinned—a grin that helps the air sit down. “Bridge after? Sheriff’s circling.”

“Then we’ll be small,” I said, and he nodded because smallness is our craft.

The Violet had started signing places like a toddler proud of its name: a thumbprint on the gym cage padlock, a smear on the music room switch, five ovals by the cafeteria tray return. I salted quietly, not turning my hands into a show. I left what I couldn’t reach and told the air, We see you. Learn your job.

After last bell, we anchored to the bridge: two points, no saints. Jonah sat first, legs dangling above the river’s taut skin, rope creaking like a happy hinge. “You selling the house for Theo yet?”

“We don’t sell to worshipers.”

“What do worshipers look like?”

“Cameras that say please.”

He laughed. I took the chair next, giving my weight to knots. The town breathed at :17; we answered almost-not at all.

On the walk back, a seventh-grader geared up to drop a curb. His friends banged boards on the rail, a cheap drumline daring him into math he couldn’t do. “Don’t,” Jonah whispered to the part of me that loves to be hired by stupidity.

“I won’t,” I said, and raised the anchor one rung—not miracle, margin. “Chair?” I asked the kid. He stared like dogs stare at doorknobs. “Keeps you from auditioning for the vigil,” I said. He took the loop, furious in the private way boys are when saved without spectacle. The board betrayed him exactly on cue; rope took him; knees kissed fence; pride survived. His friends whooped. The sheriff’s cruiser, idling under the overpass, exhaled a door. Carver watched all of it—from knot to catch to the triumphant swear.

“You set that anchor legal?” he asked, not stepping closer.

“Yes,” Jonah said. “Two straps. Nobody’s a hero.”

The cost arrived tidy as a ticket: metallic tongue, nose-prick, knees hollow. I sat and pinched without drama. Mira took one half-step to put her shoulder between me and the cruiser. Jonah handed me the contraband apple juice. We let the rope be rope. The sheriff studied the anchor like it had jaywalked. “Careful,” he said again, softer now, like a man who’s been offered a wrench.

“Always,” I said. As long as the room lets me.

That evening Emmett came in his coat for entering houses, hands folded like paperwork. Addison flanked him with a clipboard. The cruiser rolled slow, as if mailboxes had priors. Theo opened the door with a smile that turned the frame into a rule politely declined.

“We came to help,” Emmett said. Men often say that when they mean move. “There’s concern about poisonous growth and... spiritual atmosphere.”

“Does atmosphere pay taxes?” Helena asked from the kitchen. She didn’t rise.

Addison stepped up. “We can replant that corner—lavender, hydrangea. Volunteers, community spirit.”

“Community projects build cathedrals out of kitchens,” Helena said. “We’ve got a working room.”

“No one wants trouble,” the sheriff tried.

“You brought a pastor and your daughter to dictate planting,” Helena said. “I’d call that wanting.”

Theo aimed for compromise and tripped. “Hydrangea out front,” he said brightly, “leave the back corner alone.”

Addison’s eyes flicked to me and back, calculation sugared. “Lila, we want what’s safest.”

“I want chairs that don’t squeak when kids tell the truth,” I said. “That’s safety.”

Emmett smoothed his flyer. “The vigil brought resources. We’d like you with us.”

“We’ll stay busy on our side of the street,” Helena said, as kindly as a knife put away clean. “If you want usefulness, bring casseroles to the night shift at the care home.”

Addison wrote it down—she isn’t, ultimately, useless. They left without slamming doors, because women’s houses teach manners.

Helena slipped the oldest key off its ribbon and into my hand. “Iron last,” she said, and the house hummed agreement through the floor.

Bloom didn’t knock that night. It set a hand to my shoulder from the inside and waited. I lay ear to the warm run of the baseboard and listened to the building think: pipes gossiping, refrigerator doing math, window practicing shut. The mask hovered behind my eyes, not a face, a room-thought with petal hinges.

At 2:17, the town pulled breath in like ribbon, lights along Main dimmed to mercy, then revived. The square made a sound you can’t hear with ears. The church murmured itself into believing it had done something hard. A moth tapped once on our window like a signature.

“Price?” Helena asked from somewhere between us and sleep.

“Receipts in order,” I said: small bleed, small sway, petal-shadow brighter under my collarbone, present, not asking for applause.

Monday pretended to be normal. Mr. Laird introduced solutions like he invented water. The Bud under my collarbone pushed once, twice, like a kid in a grocery cart. Stay, I told it, and breathed—a tool, not a prayer.

In the hall, Sheriff Carver paced a step behind a boy, palm on the shoulder like a permission slip nobody signed. “Curfew,” he said. “You’re on a list.” The boy asked what list and learned how silence functions as a form. Mira intercepted me at the fountain with eyebrows that said save some for later. I did.

Ms. Rivera invited me again to model boundaries in 112. I shook my head. Not because I can’t. Because rooms learn bad habits. A sophomore—voice even the way people are when rage has had to live in the attic—said, “He locks my phone in his toolbox for being one minute late. The bus pass is in there.” The room tried to turn into a choir of advice; Ms. Rivera let silence do the job. When the boy finally said I, he meant it. Nobody clapped. The bloom napped inside usefulness.

In the girls’ room, Ari practiced an honest face in the mirror. “Thanks,” she said to the tile.

“You did it,” I said.

“Okay,” she said, and breathed like she meant to keep saying okay until doors learned it.

Addison DM’d me: helena could do a column—sponsors love herb lore.

Me: It’s not a brand.

everything is. i’m trying to help you not become content someone else makes, she wrote, and for a second I believed she meant it as rescue.

Me: start by teaching the heater volunteers not to light a generator with a lighter.

She sent a heart. I couldn’t tell if it was agreement or marketing.

Mr. Patel slid my change across the counter with the blessing face. “You’re making the right enemies. Don’t make more than you can feed.”

“How many can I feed?”

“As many as fit at a table,” he said. “Not a stage.”

We made the Policy Card in a diner booth under a flickering beer sign that’s been promising minors sin since the old mayor’s first scandal. Jonah tore a page from a spiral and wrote on one side in his blueprint lefty:


	Two anchors.

	No heroes.

	Ask doors to be doors.

	Keep hands visible.

	Rope before speeches.

	If a camera shows up, go get chairs.



I wrote on the back in the forward slant that makes Grandma sigh:


	Do not solve what wants worship.

	If it wants blood, bring the receipt.

	Keep, don’t worship.

	Salt first. Milk for nerves. Iron last.

	Make the mask wash dishes.

	Count screws.



He drew a figure-eight knot; I drew a key shaped like an orange peel spiral. We laminated with packing tape Mr. Patel contributed, punched a hole, clipped it to the ring with the old key. The key hummed like a tuning fork. “Blessed,” Jonah said. “Labelled,” I corrected.

Addison’s Story Hour reel went semi-viral our size: three hundred shares, cousins in other states writing miss this town like donation. Emmett read a Psalm that tastes better when simmered in kitchens. Addison panned the crowd like a waitress who knows who tips. The comments learned their old tricks.

msreedstops: difference is stopping at crosswalks, sugar.

patelmarket: next time generator, we donate—no lighters 🙏🏽

mira-k: trained in selfies

Addison texted: helena reading next week would double shelter funds. we’ll credit her.

Me: Credit the women cooking and the nurse with crackers.

Left on read. That felt like a kind of peace.

Helena told me about the first 2:17 she remembered. “Seventy-four,” she said, scraping carrots; the knife made a small faith in her hand. “Blackout up and down the coast. Your great-grandmother put a nail over every door while the radio coughed about oil and men. At exactly two-seventeen the house pushed the dark an inch. Not much. Enough to see which faces were faces and which were masks.”

“Do you ever wish it was worship?” I asked. “Easier to explain. Easier to sell.”

“I’ve sold worship,” she said, unflinching. “It tips and then eats your table. Keep pays slow. You sleep in your own bed.”

I recopied the rules until my hand learned the slope of the words and the paper wore them like a road.

Town Hall smelled like varnish and cold coffee and dust that knows the names of men who forgot who put the roof up. Folding chairs in obedient rows. Addison set a donation table—candles, pledge cards—with a discreet SAFE SPACES placard that made my skin itch.

Emmett opened with community until the word thinned. Avery talked liability like he’d dug the concept up himself. Carver stood at the back and looked at shoes.

Mira and Jonah flanked me in the third row. Helena sat on the aisle with her knitting so she could pretend to be old if the room demanded it. Theo stood because standing helps him belong to his own lungs. Ms. Reed stationed herself by the exit with a program held in her stop-hand like a baton—this is a crosswalk; behave.

Addison introduced protecting children from danger plants and coming together across differences. She glanced at me without turning her head—the magician checking if the rabbit stayed put.

“Public comment?” Avery asked. Men in jackets with rotary and lions and chamber stitched on rose like pegs on a toy board. Lavender got name-dropped like a donor. Hydrangea volunteered. Nightshade was the menace in the fairy tale, a woman who didn’t feed the right men. The ordinance text in clean serif used noxious and curfew and enforcement discretion. A yard-service guy offered removal “at cost.”

“The mill runoff that ate a dog last summer goes unmentioned,” Mira breathed, and my smile hurt.

The lighting rig—cheap, borrowed—twitched, a cable doing its bad memory of rope. The mask went alert like a dog at a door. I could stop it loud—lights die, crowd gasp, story born—or I could do it my way: small, correct, unpaid.

I walked the wall and put my hand on the metal leg of the left light. “You’re a lamp,” I told it, soft. “Be a lamp.” It hummed like a refrigerator and calmed. No scalp learned sparks tonight. Ms. Reed noticed. One tiny blessing tilt.

Helena rose for comment slow enough to remind the room that women like her own time. “I’m Helena Rowan. I kept Rowan Place through five mayors, three floods, one blackout, and a church carpet scandal. I’m against this ordinance on grounds of grammar. It confuses danger with work.”

Addison shifted like she could edit the sentence midair.

“Noxious,” Helena tried the word and threw it away. “The garden isn’t lobbying for office; it’s doing its job. If you want children safe, paint crosswalks so Ms. Reed isn’t the only thing standing between them and physics. Fix the mill fence. Feed the night shift at the care home. Put real lights behind the bleachers so boys with ideas and bad ankles don’t find a sermon when they need a chair.”

Two women clapped—Nurse Vi and Mrs. Patel, of course—but the room stayed room. “We appreciate Helena’s... colorful contribution,” Addison said. “But we can’t ignore poison plants—”

“Poison is a category built by cowards,” Helena said. “Ask your mother what she keeps under her sink.”

Emmett did the hands-folded thing. “Let’s remain respectful.”

“Respect is a broom,” Helena said. “You can use it.”

During the break for “new business” I stacked chairs because the rig needed a minute more persuasion and because bodies carrying metal can’t clap or film. Jonah carried with me; Mira organized the stack; Ms. Reed stood her post. The motion to table passed by one vote because two women had to go home to take pills before seven-thirty and no one wanted to make them linger. The men congratulated themselves on their willingness to listen. Addison posted we’re hearing each other 💛 with our streetlight behind her like a halo. The mask nudged. I nudged back, polite, firm: work.

Outside, Carver caught me on the steps. “You didn’t talk,” he said.

“I stacked chairs.”

He looked at the rig, then at my hand. “Keep doing that,” he said, hoarse, as if please had to learn his mouth.

“Bring a wrench next time,” I said. “Or a casserole.”

He almost laughed, like a man who’s seen a new tool and is deciding whether he deserves it.

The mill used to home an army and a river that loved being useful. Now it pretends to be history and fails at both. At dusk the runoff trench gleamed like a scar. Helena brought nails; Jonah, rope. “This isn’t private,” I told two college kids with a tripod. “It’s heavy.”

First nail high on the post—iron last. Second at the opposite corner. Third waist-high on the fence where only people who bend for work will notice. Fourth midspan, a note for the bridge to hum if it forgot itself. The culvert purred for attention. I admired the nails instead.

“What are you doing?” the girl asked, framing Jonah’s anchor like activism.

“Making sure gravity minds its business,” he said. “Two anchors. No heroes.”

Raccoon at the far bend stood like a king with pockets. We nodded like neighbors.

“Price?” Helena asked when we were done.

“Cheap. For now.”

“Good. Before your uncle rebrands the mill as ‘industrial chic.’”

“Open House: Gravity,” Jonah said.

“Proceeds to Ms. Reed’s baton fund,” I added, and the mill did not mind us laughing.

Back up on Main, Sadie (expensive braces, good heart, rescuer of worms) waited with a hydrangea tag in her fist. “Addison sent me,” she said, flushing. “She wants a quote. Neighbors commit to safety. Post before Sunday.”

“Do you want to post it?” I asked.

“No,” she said, honest as bread. “I want to not be yelled at.”

“We don’t yell,” I said. “We salt.” Then softer: “You did right with the worm.”

Her eyes watered like children’s do when the camera is finally off. “Addison thinks if she doesn’t direct the story it’ll... go bad.”

“It might,” I said. “That’s not your job.”

Across the street, Addison watched from her car like a marine biologist. Sadie gave a little wave that didn’t belong to either of us. “I’ll tell her you said... neighbors,” she said, and left with the tag crumpled.

“Rescuing minions now?” Mira asked, appearing like an exhale.

“Worms and girls,” I said. “In that order, today.”

I didn’t mean to see Sheriff Carver being a person. Mrs. Baker’s steps have been losing to winter since the year all the pink houses went serious. I was headed for a lemon when I heard him without his jacket-voice: “I’ll get the sand. You make tea. Deal?”

“You’ll track it,” Mrs. Baker groused.

“You’ll tell me where to sweep it,” he said, and he did: two bags thin over the top step and the wicked riser, a knee to the rail, a check for wobble. When he rose, the human passed through the sheriff and then the jacket came back. “Evening.”

“Evening,” I said.

“Be careful,” he added, as if compelled.

“You too,” I said, nodding at the sand. “That’s policy.”

Almost a smile. “It’s winter. I’m superstitious.”

“Superstition is keep with a costume,” I said.

He rubbed his temple like a man who knows he’s one ordinance away from being wrong in public. “Go home, Lila.”

“I live here,” I said. Address, not defiance.

Helena made me heat milk the old way: saucepan, low flame, two fingers of rosemary over the steam so the oil says yes without being cooked into silence. “This isn’t a potion,” she said. “It’s a conversation.”

“With who?”

“Your nerves,” she said. “And the house. And me. Name what you keep while you stir.”

“I keep Mira,” I said. The milk shivered like a horse hearing a gate.

“I keep Jonah,” quieter, because some names deserve it.

“I keep doors doing door work. Chairs under boys who can’t sit still. Our fence from becoming a stage. I keep... my face.”

The milk lifted, then set itself down. Helena poured, honey like a signature. “Drink. It won’t make you holy. It will make you less likely to join a choir.”

For ten minutes the mask listened at the window and didn’t try to come in.

“Good,” Helena said. “Now take nails.”

“Where?”

“Where the town cheats.”

Saturday came with cloud and a mood. Addison arrived with her Weeders and the hydrangeas she promised, pale as intentions. She had shovels, which I respected. “Dig here,” I said, handing out buckets. “Runoff goes there, not into the sidewalk. Mulch there. Pick up your own trash. We’ll keep two shrubs if they don’t try to be saints.”

“We’re... collaborating?” she asked, half delighted, half offended.

“We’re neighbors,” I said.

They dug. They sweated. They filmed less because sweat ruins sacred. Sadie rescued another worm, whispered “hello, sir,” and placed him in the good dirt. Helena set lemonade on the rail without performing hostess. Theo carried bags and, miracle of miracles, didn’t try to sell anyone anything for an hour. Carver slowed his cruiser, then kept going because men who don’t know where to put their bodies are safest in motion. Emmett waved from across the street as if he had anything to do with any of it. We ignored him politely.

When they left, the hydrangeas peered like shy ghosts. The mulch became a drain instead of a stage. Addison stared at the corner like it had ruined a plot twist. “We’ll post a before/after,” she said.

“Post a list,” I said. “Names of who carried.”

She surprised me: “We can add that.” She typed without setting her face. Her cheeks flushed with the relief of having done a thing that wasn’t a show.

“Price?” Helena asked when the gate shut.

“Penny taste, two drops, small pinch under the chin,” I said, exactly. “It tried to tilt.”

“Make it tilt at chores,” she said.

The price that took me by the knees landed the next night. We were almost home from the bridge when two college kids in a borrowed truck misjudged the curve and tried to climb the guardrail with one wheel. The truck twitched and decided to flip. The world wanted a headline.

“Don’t you dare,” I told the mask, which is what you say to children and gods.

“Stay,” I told the kids, stupidly, like they were dogs. The passenger had already unbuckled, domino one. I put both hands on the bumper and said the car-words you don’t say with a mouth—carry; hold; resist; be heavy in the correct direction. The truck did not go over.

I paid mean: hot nosebleed, ears cotton, knees forget stairs. I sat right there and let the blacktop take a little of me. Mira knelt, hair a curtain. Jonah stood in the lane with arms out while Carver’s cruiser thought itself into being at the curb. He took it all in—the angle, the bolt, my face—like a man finally reading a manual he should’ve opened in June.

“You,” he said to the boy. “Seatbelt stays until inertia apologizes.” To the girl: “Keys on the dash. Breathe.” To Jonah: “Triangle?” Of course he had one. The sheriff set it where it would shame the next car into remembering physics.

Only after everyone had a job did he look at me. “Price?”

“Four,” I said, holding up fingers—privacy in plain sight. “I’ll eat.”

He nodded like a promise to bring oranges.

Nurse Vi met us at the door with a tin and a face that’s been doing this since she was nineteen. “Front room. Feet up. Salt. Juice. I don’t care if you hate it.” She tucked tissue under my nose and scolded me like I was beloved. “Everything in you is union labor. Pay benefits. And stop fixing infrastructure for free unless the town shows up with a budget.”

“Budget is chairs,” I mumbled.

“Then make them carry their own,” she said.

Helena rubbed circles on my shin like burping a baby. “You didn’t stage.”

“I wanted to.”

“Of course. That’s why God invented mending and dish soap.”

She brought the Herbarium open to a page I hadn’t seen: Women Who Keep. Names in columns. Not saints. People. H. for her mother’s mother. A Sal. A Luz. A Ruth. An Oksana. In the margin: We didn’t get statues. We got tables.

“I’ll copy it,” I said.

“You’ll add to it,” she said.

At 2:12, the moth tapped twice; at 2:13, the oven and microwave clocks—mortal enemies—jumped forward together like sisters deciding to match. At 2:15, everything with a battery remembered precision and got cocky. At 2:16, time took off its shoes. The mask didn’t lower; it waited at the gate like a sign choosing the right hook.

“Count,” Helena said.

We did. Out loud, soft. The house matched. The milk didn’t skin; it stayed simply milk. Across the street, the church’s security light flickered once and then mindfully didn’t.

I turned the tap to a thread. “You’re a faucet,” I said. “Be a faucet.” The water listened. I set the old key against the pipe. The hum came—useful, not holy. The cost: a moving-walkway wobble, the prickle under my collarbone where the shadow knows its edges. I breathed until the floor remembered me.

“You made time stack chairs,” Helena said, satisfied.

“I wanted to make it sing.”

“Of course. That’s why mops were invented.”

We cleaned the saucepan in circles, not lines. The mask hung where a sign should hang, at a distance that passes health code.
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