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​The Orchard at Dusk
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The orchard was almost gone now.

Where once there had been rows of apple trees stretching down the hill, only one remained. It stood alone at the edge of the field, its branches bent with the weight of fruit glowing like little lanterns in the fading light.

Every evening, just before dusk, Mrs. Eliza Rowan walked slowly to the tree with her wicker basket. She was small and stooped, but her step was steady. She had been picking apples here since she was a child. Back then, her father and brothers had worked beside her, laughing and singing as they filled the baskets. Now the laughter had faded, and the trees were gone, one by one, until this single survivor remained.

Eliza stroked the bark as if it were an old friend.

“You and me, apple tree,” she whispered. “Just the two of us left.”

She picked carefully, placing each apple in the basket as though it were treasure. The apples of this tree were not perfect. Some were small, some scarred by the wind. But their taste was like no other—sharp and sweet at the same time, with a flavour that seemed to carry the memory of all the years that had passed.

When her basket was full, Eliza carried it back to her kitchen. The house smelled faintly of wood smoke and cinnamon. On the wooden table lay a stack of little squares of paper. She sat down, dipped her pen in ink, and began to write.

Each note was short—just a line or two. Sometimes it was a proverb her mother had said. Sometimes it was a wish for happiness. Sometimes it was simply a word of comfort: You are not alone.

When she finished, she folded the paper and slipped it into the crust of a pie. For as long as anyone in the village could remember, Eliza’s apple pies had carried these secret notes. The children called them “fortune pies,” though she never promised fortunes. Only kindness.

Every Sunday in autumn, Eliza walked to the village square with her pies. She sold them for just enough to buy flour, sugar, and butter for the next week. People smiled when they saw her coming, and the children hurried to choose a slice, eager to find their hidden message.

That year, autumn came later than usual. The leaves stayed green into October, but the evenings grew sharp and smoky. On the last Sunday before the frost, Eliza brought her pies as always. She watched as families gathered, as friends laughed, as children bit into the warm slices and shouted with delight at their discoveries.

She felt a glow of quiet satisfaction, though also a little ache of loneliness. The orchard was nearly gone. She was nearly gone too, she thought. Who would carry on this small tradition when she no longer could?

The next morning, Eliza found something strange.

On her doorstep lay a folded piece of paper. The handwriting was not hers. The words were simple:

Thank you for the note. You gave me courage when I thought I had none. Whoever you are, you make the world kinder. Signed, a friend.
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