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The First Butterfly

The long winter grip on Cedar Hollow had finally begun to loosen. April had sprung. Gentle rain fell and delicate young shoots reached for sunshine. 

Winter never let go of the mountain all at once. Patches of old snow still lingered in the shadows of the pines, and the ground along the north-facing trail remained damp and dark, smelling of thawed earth and cedar roots. But the air had changed. It no longer bit at the skin. It rested there instead, cool and soft, carrying the scent of wet moss, distant water, and the first brave things growing.

Mae and Peter Hollowell were making their way down from the Callahan Chalet with their jackets unzipped and their steps unhurried, enjoying that particular kind of silence that belonged only to early spring. 

Above them, the trees clicked and whispered in a light breeze. Somewhere farther down the slope, invisible but unmistakable, a stream had found its voice again.

“Listen to that,” Mae said, pausing for a moment.

Peter stopped beside her. “I hear it.”

“No, not the stream. The birds.”

He tilted his head obediently, though she knew perfectly well he had not heard anything unusual until she said so.

“There,” she whispered.

From somewhere in the budding branches overhead came the thin, bright call of a song sparrow, followed by the chatter of chickadees and the rusty hinge-creak of a red-winged blackbird down in the marshy hollow.

Peter smiled. “All right. I hear it now.”

“You only hear it because I told you to.”

“That,” he said with faux gravity, “is one of the advantages of marriage.”

Mae laughed, and the sound drifted down the trail ahead of them.

They had been coming up to the shelter every April for nearly fifteen years; sometimes with friends, sometimes alone. Once, they returned during a light snow that had turned to glitter around noon, and once with a thermos of coffee so strong Peter had claimed he could hear colors. 

It was their way of checking on spring. Not in town, where spring arrived in muddy yards and potholes and somebody inevitably dragging out patio furniture too early, but up here, where you could see Nature thinking about arriving.

Mae was just stepping over a fallen branch when something moved in the sunlight ahead. She froze.

At first she thought it was a leaf.

A small pale shape fluttered low across the trail, then rose and dipped again, unsteady as a scrap of paper caught on a breeze. It settled at last on a flat stone near the edge of the path, where a shaft of sun had broken through the branches.

Mae caught Peter’s arm and made a silent gasp.

“Wait.”

“What is it?”

She pointed.On a stone not three feet away, sat a butterfly.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

It was larger than the early spring moths they sometimes saw in porch lights and brighter too. Its wings were folded upright, showing an underside like weathered parchment brushed with silver. Then, slowly, it opened them.

Mae drew in a breath as a silent O formed on her lips.

The wings were a vivid sapphire blue, rich and luminous, with a thin dark border rimmed with silver that glittered around the edges and made the blue seem deeper still. 

In the bright light, the colour almost seemed to glow, as though someone had caught a piece of summer sky and taught it how to fly.

Near the lower edges were tiny crescents of silver and black, delicate as fine brushstrokes.

It was not merely blue.

It was the kind of blue that changed with the light—soft and shadowed beneath the trees, brilliant and electric in the sun.

“Well,” Peter said softly. “Would you look at that.”

Mae took one careful step closer.  Peter held her back. “That can’t be right,” she said.

“What?”

“It’s too early,” she said.

The butterfly held still, opening and closing its wings as if testing the warmth.

Peter crouched down slowly, hands on his knees. “Maybe it got confused.”

“By what?”

“Everything gets confused by weather now. Perhaps it hatched to early.”

Mae kept her voice low, as if speaking too loudly might frighten it. “They don’t hatch, they emerge and I’ve never seen one like that up here.”

“Maybe you have and forgot?”

“I would not forget this beauty.”

He glanced back at her. “No. I don’t suppose you would.”

For another few seconds they simply stood and admired it, two people on a muddy mountain trail being unexpectedly stilled by something small and alive.

Then, perhaps deciding it had granted them enough, the butterfly lifted. It rose in a dazzling sapphire arc, hovered once at eye level, and vanished into the trees beyond the trail.

Mae stared after it. “Oh no you don’t.”

Before Peter could stop her, she stepped off the path and rushed into the ferns and low brush, trying to follow the flicker of blue between the trunks.

“Mae.”

“I just want to see where it went.”

“It went into the woods.”

“Yes, I know what woods are, Peter.”

He sighed and followed, because this too was one of the advantages of marriage.

They found nothing, of course. Only sunlight moving through branches, the damp black earth, and the white bells of trout lilies beginning to open among last year’s leaves. 

Whatever path the butterfly had taken, it had slipped beyond them as neatly as breath into air.

Back on the trail, Mae brushed dirt from her hands and looked troubled.

Peter noticed. “You’re thinking.”

“I am.”

“That look usually ends with me building something.”

She ignored this. “Do you remember old Mrs. Bell saying that if you see the first butterfly of spring before the daffodils open, it means the season has secrets?”

Peter blinked. “No.”

“She said it at the church picnic one year. Or maybe the fall fair. Anyway, she said it.”

“And you believe her?”

Mae glanced back up the trail where the butterfly had disappeared. “No,” she said.

But she did not sound entirely certain.

By the time they reached town, the sunlight had strengthened, turning windows bright and drawing people out onto porches and sidewalks. 

Someone had propped open the door to the hardware store. Mrs. Dalrymple was sweeping the front steps of the post office. Two boys rode past on bicycles, skidding through a patch of gravel while their mother shouted after them to mind the traffic.

Everything looked ordinary.

And yet, Mae carried the sight of that butterfly with her like a small glowing ember.

At the corner of Main and Birch, Peter peeled off toward the diner, lured by the promise of pie, while Mae crossed toward the bookstore, where she knew she would find Eloise doing one of three things: arranging a window display, alphabetizing something that did not need alphabetizing, or standing outside with a cup of coffee pretending not to watch everybody go by.

Today, Eloise was standing in the sun with a blue mug in both hands, her silver hair pinned up loosely and a cardigan draped over her shoulders despite the warming day.

“Well,” she called as Mae approached, “you look like a woman with news.”

Mae stopped short. “How do you know that?”

“Because you’re walking too fast to be casual and too straight to be worried. So it must be news.”

Mae opened her mouth.

Then Eloise turned her head slightly toward the iron lamp post at the curb.

“Oh,” she said.

Mae followed her gaze.

There, on the sun-warmed metal just below the hanging flower basket, was a butterfly.

Not similar.

Exactly the same.

Its deep blue and silver wings opened slowly in the light.

For once in her well-ordered life, Eloise Hart said nothing at all.
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The Butterfly Outside the Bookstore

For several long seconds, neither woman moved.

The butterfly rested on the iron lamp post as though it belonged there, its wings slowly opening and closing in the sunlight. Each time they spread, that same impossible blue shimmered against the dark metal.

Mae took one step closer. “I saw one of them up near the Chalet on the trail,” she whispered.

Eloise Hart lowered her coffee cup carefully, never taking her eyes off the butterfly.

“Well,” she said softly. “Would you look at that.”

“It’s the same one.”

Eloise tilted her head. “How can you tell?”

Mae gave her a look. “Because I am not likely to mistake a butterfly the colour of sapphires for another butterfly the colour of sapphires.”

“That is fair.”

The butterfly flexed its wings once, catching the sunlight so brightly that the blue seemed almost to flash.

Eloise took a small step nearer. “My goodness you’re a beauty.”

“You’ve never seen one like it either?”

“Not here, not ever.”

“Peter said maybe it was confused.”

“Peter thinks weather can explain everything strange.”

Mae folded her arms. “Well, weather has become strange.”

“Yes,” Eloise said. “But not that strange.”

The bell over the bookstore door jingled as a customer emerged carrying a paper bag of books under one arm.

It was Mrs. Dalrymple from the post office.

She made it halfway down the steps before noticing both women staring at the lamp post.

“What are you two looking at?”

Mae pointed.
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