

Chapter 1: The Gate and the Dust
The dust still clung to everything, windowsills, her boots, the edges of memory. Emma stood at the gate, suitcase in hand, unsure if the place still remembered her as she did. The farmhouse sat still beneath the gold-bleached sky, its white paint now chipped in places like an aging photograph. The porch sagged ever so slightly. The wind shifted through brittle grass with the whisper of old secrets.

From behind the barn, a figure emerged, tall, lean, with the easy gait of someone used to walking the land. He had a weathered cap pulled low and a pair of work gloves stuffed into his back pocket. Eli. She recognized him from the occasional photos Ruth had sent, and from a memory, one clipped and dusty itself of a boy she’d glimpsed a lifetime ago, sitting on the back steps with a hammer and a rusted tin.

He didn’t wave, didn’t smile, just nodded. A subtle acknowledgment. She met his gaze briefly and then looked away.

Eli returned to his task unhurried, unspeaking as if he’d known she was coming and had already decided not to make a thing of it.

Emma lifted the latch onto the gate. It groaned, same as always. Some things didn’t change. Others changed so completely they became strangers.
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The porch creaked beneath her step, but before she could knock, the front door swung open. Ruth stood there, apron dusted with flour, eyes already misting.

“Emma,” she whispered. “You came home.”

And just like that, Emma was wrapped in Ruth’s arms, her breath catching somewhere between a sob and a laugh.

“I didn’t know if you would,” Ruth murmured into her hair. “I didn’t know either,” Emma replied.
From the edge of the driveway, Eli glanced over, then turned and disappeared into the barn, leaving behind only the sound of his boots on gravel and the faint scent of hay in the air.
Inside, the house smelled like rosemary and wood polish. The same quilt hung over the back of the couch. The same photograph of Luke smiling in a moment too still to be true still rested on the mantle. Nothing had moved. And yet, everything felt different.

Emma trailed her fingers along the hallway wall, as if touching the old plaster might root her. Her suitcase chunked softly onto the bedroom floor as Ruth chatted behind her, filling the silence with updates, the hens, the well, the new fence posts. Emma nodded, listening and not listening.

She sat on the edge of the bed she once slept in as a girl, staring at the worn floorboards where her childhood laughter once

echoed. The weight of the years of absence, of loss pressed into the silence between them.

Ruth leaned in the doorway. “You’re thinner.” “I’ve been busy.”
“You’ve been running.” Emma didn’t answer.
Outside, a truck rumbled past. Birds chirped from the orchard. The world moved on and yet here, inside these walls, time had congealed. Slowed. Waited.
Later that afternoon, Emma wandered out toward the barn. The air smelled of sun-warmed timber and old soil. She found Eli there, brushing down one of the horses, his movements quiet and methodical.

He didn’t speak when she approached — just acknowledged her with the faintest tilt of his head. It was not rude. More like… simplicity. Presence without performance.

“Storm’s still here?” she asked, nodding at the chestnut mare.

“She doesn’t like change,” Eli replied, voice low, the hint of an accent buried in the dirt of his words.

Emma almost smiled. “Neither do I.”

They stood in silence, save for the rhythmic brush against horsehair and the clink of metal tools from the wall.

“Ruth says you’ve been here about a year,” she offered, not really knowing why.

He nodded once. “She took me in. After…”

His words trailed off. He didn’t finish the sentence, and she didn’t ask him to.

“I wasn’t sure what to expect,” she said, more to herself than to him.

He looked at her, then steady, unreadable. “Neither was I.”

For a flicker of a moment, they shared something unnamed. Not quite understanding, not yet trust. But something.

That night, after dinner, Emma stood alone on the porch, arms folded against the evening chill. The stars over the fields looked the same infinite and cold and impossibly far. From the barn, a faint light flickered. Eli, finishing chores long after he needed to.

There was something in his rhythm, the way he moved through this land, that reminded her of Luke. Not in appearance but in stillness. In the way he belonged here without ever needing to say so.

She turned back inside. The house exhaled with the night.

[bookmark: Chapter_2:_Stillness_in_the_Soil]Chapter 2: Stillness in the Soil
The morning rose slowly and golden over the fields, light slipping between slats in the shutters like a gentle trespasser. Emma woke with the ache of unfamiliar sleep, the kind that comes not from exhaustion but from returning to a bed that remembers you too well.

She dressed without turning on the light, her fingers brushing across old flannel and soft cotton shirts in the wardrobe. Most were hers, untouched. Other newer, stiffer had likely been folded by Ruth when she finally came home. She hadn't known how much that simple act would hollow her out.

In the kitchen, the kettle hummed on the stove. Ruth was already kneading dough, her sleeves rolled past her elbows, strong forearms dusted in flour. She didn’t speak right away. Emma didn’t need her to.

Instead, they stood side by side, the only sounds the soft pop of the stove and the rhythm of hands against dough.

“He was out early again,” Ruth said finally. “Fixing the north fence.”

Emma glanced out the window, catching a blur of motion near the pasture. Eli bent low over a post, sleeves rolled, hat pulled low. A lone figure against the rise of morning.
“He always works that hard?” she asked. “Doesn’t know how not to.”

Ruth’s voice carried something underneath fondness, maybe. Or caution.

“Luke would’ve liked him,” Ruth added, quietly.

Emma stiffened at the mention. She hadn't spoken her father's name aloud since crossing the threshold yesterday. Somehow, hearing it in Ruth's voice felt like an accusation and a blessing at once.

“Luke liked people who spoke their minds,” Emma said. “Eli doesn’t seem like he speaks at all.”

Ruth wiped her hands on a towel. “There are different kinds of silences, Emma. Some mean more than words.”

By late morning, Emma found herself wandering not to the orchard or her father’s old study, but to the stable again. She wasn’t sure why. She told herself she wanted to check on Storm. But Storm wasn’t the only reason.

Eli was there, fitting a new latch on one of the stall doors. He didn’t look up right away, but his shoulders tensed slightly when he heard her steps.

“I can help,” she offered, surprising even herself.

He handed her the wooden slat without a word. She held it steady as he secured it into place. The silence between them felt less awkward this time. Intentional.

“You been back long enough to miss the city yet?” he asked.

“Depends on the hour.”

She glanced sideways. “You from around here?” He shook his head. “Not really from anywhere.”
She nodded, sensing that was all he’d give. Still, she tried. “I remember hearing your name once. Ruth said you showed up right after the drought hit the southern farms.”

He shrugged. “Some places run out of water. Others just run out of reasons to stay.”

Something about that sentence lodged itself beneath her ribs. He wasn’t trying to be poetic, she knew. It was just the truth.

That afternoon, they sat across from each other on the back porch. Ruth had made tea and left it out like an invitation neither of them wanted to decline first.

“I’m not planning to stay long,” Emma said eventually, watching the steam curl from her mug.

“I didn’t ask,” Eli replied.

She turned to him, slightly caught off guard.

“That wasn’t meant to be rude,” he added. “Just… sometimes folks think they have to explain their leaving before they’ve even unpacked.”

Emma stared at him. “You’re not like most people around here.”

Eli took a slow sip, then gave her a small, crooked almost-smile. “That’s what most people around here keep telling me.”

And for the first time since coming home, Emma laughed.

It wasn’t a loud laugh, more a breath pushed out through surprise. But it was real. And Eli, though he didn’t say a word, let the corner of his mouth stay lifted a heartbeat longer.

[bookmark: Chapter_3:_The_Locked_Room]Chapter 3: The Locked Room
It took Emma three more mornings before she opened the door.

The hallway was short, but walking it felt like pushing through syrup, thick with memories, with air that hadn’t been disturbed in months. Maybe years. The door to Luke’s study hadn’t been shut when he died, but Ruth had closed it afterward. Emma never asked if it had stayed that way ever since.

The key was still on the high shelf above the doorframe. Dusty. Waiting.

She unlocked the door and paused before pressing her hand against the wood, half-expecting something to resist  a ghost, a memory, her own cowardice. But the door swung inward with a soft creak, opening into a room perfectly preserved and painfully unchanged.

Luke’s desk stood beneath the window, paper stacks leaning like tired monuments. His coat still hung from the back of the chair, forgotten mid-season. The brass lamp was angled just so, as if he’d only stepped away to grab a cup of coffee and never returned.

Emma stepped inside and shut the door behind her, sealing herself in with a lifetime of unspoken words.

She walked the perimeter slowly, fingers trailing along the spines of books, farming manuals, old field journals, a volume of Steinbeck he’d pretended not to like but read anyway. One

drawer in the filing cabinet hung slightly ajar, papers peeking out like something trying to breathe.

She sat in his chair, which groaned under her slight weight. Her knees hit the underside of the desk, just like they used to when she was little, climbing up here to pretend she was the boss of something.

There were notebooks, stacks filled with her father’s slanted, strong handwriting. Most were about the land. Crops. Weather patterns. Budgets. But then, folded neatly inside the middle of one, she found a letter.

Unsealed. Unsent.

Her name was written on the front in his unmistakable hand. Her breath caught.
She stared at it for a long time. Long enough to memorize the weight of the paper, the tilt of the letters, the faint smudge of ink in the corner where his thumb must’ve rested.

But she didn’t open it. Not yet.
She placed it back in the notebook, like placing a leaf into a book so it could keep its shape.

When she left the room, Ruth was sitting on the porch steps, shelling peas into a wide metal bowl.

“You went in,” Ruth said, without looking up. “I had to,” Emma replied.
Ruth didn’t answer. Just kept shelling, the soft snap of pods filling the silence between them.

“Did you ever…?” Emma hesitated. “Did he ever talk about me? After I left?”

Ruth looked up then. Her eyes weren’t accusing. Just honest. “He talked about you every day. Just not in the way you probably hoped.”

Emma nodded, throat tight. “He wrote me a letter.” “Are you going to read it?”
“I don’t know.”

Ruth tilted her head. “Sometimes the things we think we’re not ready for are the things that let us heal.”

Behind them, the wind shifted through the orchard, carrying the scent of summer earth and something else — something older. Emma felt it in her bones.

And later that evening, as the sun dipped low, she saw Eli again crossing from the far end of the pasture, sleeves rolled, arms

dirt-streaked and calm. He didn’t say anything, didn’t ask her where she’d been.

But when their eyes met, she wondered, for the first time, if maybe he understood what it meant to carry things unspoken.

[bookmark: Chapter_4:_Splinters_Beneath_the_Skin]Chapter 4: Splinters Beneath the Skin
The orchard stretched wide under the mid-morning sun, branches casting long fingers over the tall grass. Emma walked between the rows with pruning shears in hand, mostly for show. She needed movement, not fruit.

The letter burned in her mind. Still unopened, still resting in the drawer where she’d tucked it away the day before. Every time she walked past the study door, she could feel it  as if the pages called her by name.

She clipped a low-hanging limb too harshly, splintering the wood. “Damn it,” she muttered.

Behind her, a voice. “You’re cutting too close to the node.”

Emma turned, startled. Eli stood a few feet back, a crate balanced on one hip, his sleeves rolled up, eyes shaded beneath the brim of his hat.

“I know what I’m doing,” she said, sharper than she meant. He didn’t flinch. “Didn’t say you didn’t.”
They stood there in the hush of orchard wind, cicadas buzzing in the far fields.

“I used to help my dad out here,” she added after a beat, softer. “Before I left.”

Eli nodded. “I figured.”

She waited for a question something like “Why did you leave?  it didn’t come. Just the sound of his boots crunching through dry grass as he moved toward the next tree.

“You are always this quiet with everyone, or just me?” she asked, a little too tightly.

“I don’t talk unless I’ve got something to say.” His tone wasn’t defensive, but it wasn’t soft either. She sighed. “You sound like him.”
“Luke?” She nodded.
“That’s not a bad thing,” he said, pausing beneath a branch. “I didn’t say it was.” But her voice betrayed her.
Eli turned, eyes meeting hers  not hard, not judgmental, just steady. “You think I’m trying to be him. I’m not.”

Emma took a step back, the shears hanging loosely in her hand. “I didn’t ask for you to be anything,” she said.
“No,” he replied. “But you came back to something that isn’t the same anymore. And you’re angry it didn’t wait for you exactly the way it was.”

That stopped her.

For a second, she hated him for saying it. For being right. For seeing her clearly, when she wasn’t even sure who she was supposed to be here.

She looked away. “You don’t know me.”

Eli bent to pick up a fallen apple and turned it in his hand. “Not yet.”

Then he walked off down the row, leaving her standing there in the middle of a memory and a mess she wasn’t ready to clean up.

Later, Ruth found her sitting on the back step, knees hugged to her chest, eyes red from something she wouldn't name.

“You don’t have to like him,” Ruth said gently, passing her a cup of lukewarm tea.

“I don’t dislike him.”

“You’re just not sure what to do with him.”

Emma stared at the horizon. “He’s too steady. Too sure of everything.”

Ruth chuckled. “That boy’s got just as many cracks as you do. He’s just quieter about them.”

Emma didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.

The orchard swayed in the wind, and somewhere in the study behind her, the letter still waited  filled with words she might never be ready to read.

The late afternoon sun angled through the study window, scattering light across the floor like spilled gold. Emma leaned against the doorframe, arms folded, the room still exactly as she’d left it. She didn’t mean to come in. Her feet had carried her there before her mind caught up.

The chair still bore the curve of her father’s shoulders. The old clock on the wall ticked with quiet defiance.

She stepped closer and picked up one of his notebooks  this one older, the corners dog-eared, the spine cracked.

When she opened it, a scrap of paper fluttered out and landed near her boot.

It was a page from a sketchbook. Her own.

A messy drawing of her, age eight maybe her father standing in the orchard, arms crossed and grinning. She’d given him a ridiculous Mustache and written “Boss Man” underneath in thick red crayon.
[bookmark: Interlude:_Splinters_of_Light_(A_Memory)]
The memory hit like wind knocking on a window open. They were in the barn years ago.
Dust particles danced in the light shaft cutting through the slats. Emma, maybe nine, sat cross-legged on an overturned crate, frowning at the birdhouse she was trying to build.

Luke knelt beside her, arms crossed, watching without interfering.

“You’re holding the hammer wrong,” he said eventually. “I’m not,” she snapped.
“You are. That’s why it looks like you’re trying to kill a spider, not drive a nail.”

She glared. “If you know everything, why don’t you just do it for me?”

Luke chuckled. “Because then it wouldn’t be yours.”

She slammed the hammer down too hard and bent the nail sideways. “See?”
He picked up another nail and handed it to her without saying a word. Then he leaned in, guiding her hand gently, adjusting her grip. His hands were calloused, sun browned. They smelled faintly of hay, metal, and the peppermint oil he always rubbed into his knuckles in winter.
“Try again,” he murmured.
This time, the nail slid in straight and true.

She beamed. He didn’t say much, just nodded once and stood. “That’s better,” he said. “Boss Man approves.”
She giggled. “You’re not the boss.
“I pay the feed bill,” he said with mock seriousness. “I’m at least management.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. He smiled, only half pretending to be stern.

Back in the study now, Emma crouched to pick up the old sketch. Her throat tightened. The kind of ache that settled behind the ribs and stayed for hours.

She brushed a thumb over the crayon letters. Boss Man.

That man  quiet and stubborn, patient in his own impossible way  had loved her with a silence she never understood until he was gone.

And now here was Eli. Quiet in the same way. Not her father. Not even close. But the stillness he carried… it stirred something dangerous in her. Something familiar.

Emma stood and tucked the drawing into her back pocket.

She wasn’t sure yet if she wanted to keep remembering. But she knew now: forgetting was worse.






[bookmark: Chapter_5:_The_Fence_Line]	

	
Chapter 5: The Fence Line
The morning after the memory, Emma found herself up early — earlier than she meant to be. The sun had only just begun to spill over the eastern ridge, lighting the fields with a sleepy kind of gold. Dew clung to the edges of the grass. The silence wasn’t heavy this morning  just wide.

She walked the old fence line with a coffee mug in hand, half- hoping the cold air would jolt her into something like clarity. The drawing still sat folded in her jeans pocket, its edges soft from the night under her pillow.

She found Eli halfway down the pasture, crouched beside a broken post. His back was to her, but he must’ve heard her approach because he didn’t startle when she spoke.

“You work more hours than the sun,” she said.

Eli glanced up, then back to the fence. “I beat it most days. It keeps me honest.”

Emma took a sip of coffee. “That sounds like something my dad would’ve said.”

“Probably stole it from him,” Eli replied without looking up. “A lot of what I do around here still has his fingerprints on it.”

That surprised her  not the truth of it, but the way he said it. As if Luke hadn’t just been a boss or a name in someone else’s story, but a presence Eli carried too.

“I found something yesterday,” she said. “In his study.”

Eli didn’t move, but his stillness shifted to alert now, listening. “A letter,” she continued. “For me. He never sent it.”
She expected him to ask what it said, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, “You going to read it?”
She looked down at the rim of her mug. “I don’t know. Part of me thinks it might explain everything. The other part…” She shook her head. “The other part’s afraid it won’t explain anything at all.”
Eli stood then, brushing dirt from his hands. “He wasn’t perfect. But he was steady. Ruth says he used to walk this line every Sunday like it was a church aisle.”

Emma smiled faintly. “He did. Rain or shine. Said broken fences made space for things you didn’t want wandering in.”

Eli looked at her then  fully. “You came back with more broken fences than this ranch ever had.”

Emma blinked. It could’ve been an insult. But it wasn’t.

She laughed dry, tired. “You don’t sugarcoat anything, do you?”

“No point,” he said. “Truth’s coming either way.” There was a long pause.

“Want help with that post?” she asked finally, stepping forward.

He handed her the mallet. Their fingers didn’t quite touch, but the gesture lingered.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’d like that.”

From the kitchen window, Ruth watched them, two figures in the mist, one holding the post, the other driving it into the earth.

She stirred her tea and didn’t smile, exactly. But her shoulders eased.

Some things, she thought, don’t need to be forced. They just need space to grow.













[bookmark: Chapter_6:_Shadows_on_the_Porch]Chapter 6: Shadows on the Porch

It was just past noon when the dust kicked up on the long road to the house. Emma squinted from the barn door as the familiar rattle of an old blue Ford came into view with the window down, sunburnt arm slung out the driver’s side.

Ruth stepped onto the porch, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Well, I’ll be.”

The truck pulled up in front of the house, coughing once before dying in a tired huff. Out stepped Carla Jennings with the same tight ponytail, same too-red lipstick, same way of looking at you like she already knew what you were going to say.

Emma’s stomach dipped. She hadn’t seen Carla in nearly four years.

“Emma Vance,” Carla said, voice as smooth and sharp as broken glass. “Didn’t think I’d see you back on this porch.”

Emma forced a smile. “Didn’t think I’d be back either.”

Carla leaned against the hood of her truck, arms crossed. “Word travels fast, you know. You can’t sneak into town without someone spotting your boots at the feed store.”

“I wasn’t trying to sneak,” Emma said.

“Sure. Just passing through memory lane with a suitcase and that city haircut.”

From behind them, Eli appeared  quiet as always carrying a sack of feed like it weighed nothing. He nodded once at Carla, then turned his gaze to Emma, a flicker of tension in his jaw.

Carla clocked him immediately. “And who’s this?”

“Eli,” Ruth said from the porch, tone a little cooler now. “He helps out here.”

Carla smiled  the kind of smile that wasn’t a smile at all. “He does, huh.”

Emma stepped forward. “Was there something you needed, Carla?”

“Just being unneighborly,” she said, tapping her fingers against the truck door. “Thought maybe you’d want company. Or maybe you’d come to your senses and head back to whatever city job you ran off to.”

“I didn’t run,” Emma said flatly. Carla raised a brow. “Didn’t you?”
The silence that followed was thick and sour.

Finally, Ruth broke it. “Thanks for stopping by Carla. We’re fine out here.”

Carla lingered a moment longer, then shrugged and climbed back into her truck. “Sure. But folks remember things, Emma. Especially when someone just disappears.”

The truck roared to life and peeled off down the drive, kicking up dust that clung to the air long after she was gone.

Emma sat on the porch steps a few minutes later, still holding the air in her lungs too tightly.

“She’s always been like that,” Ruth said beside her. “Yeah. But she’s not wrong.”
Eli approached, wiping sweat from his brow. “You want to talk about it?”

“No,” Emma said quickly. Then, “Maybe.”

He didn’t press. Just sat on the edge of the step, a few feet away, letting the silence do the heavy lifting.

“I left because I couldn’t stay,” she said at last. “Not because I didn’t care. Just… everything about this place felt too big after he died. Too loud, even in the quiet.”

Eli nodded, his eyes on the dirt road. “Places carry memory. Doesn’t mean they don’t still need tending.”

Emma looked at him then  really looked. The dirt on his shirt, the tired calm in his eyes. The way he didn’t reach for her pain but didn’t walk away from it either.
“You think I was wrong to come back?” “No,” he said. “I think you were brave to.”

She let that sit. Let it sink.

And for the first time, she didn’t feel the need to defend her presence here.


[bookmark: Chapter_7:_The_Weight_of_Eyes]Chapter 7: The Weight of Eyes
The town hadn't changed much.

Same crooked sign on the post office. Same dusty windows at the hardware store. Same worn bench under the linden tree where the old-timers rotated daily like sunflowers.

Emma hadn’t meant to come in today. But Ruth needed canning lids and a new radio battery, and Emma offered to go half to be helpful, half because she needed to prove she could walk Main Street without turning to stone.

Eli came with her. He didn’t say much when she asked he just nodded, climbed into the truck, and let the silence roll between them like a second passenger.

They parked outside Dempsey’s General, and Emma sat for a moment before opening the door. “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.”

Eli looked at her. “Then don’t do it for them. Do it for you.” She didn’t answer. But she opened the door.
Inside, the bell above the entrance jingled. The shop still smelled like pine cleaner and bulk oats. Mrs. Dempsey stood behind the counter, rearranging seed packets by color had always been her thing.

She glanced up, and her eyes widened a fraction. “Emma Vance.”

Emma gave a tight smile. “Afternoon.”

“Well, now,” Mrs. Dempsey said, placing the seeds down. “I heard you were back, but you know how people talk.”

“Yes,” Emma said. “I do.”

There was a beat that was too long of silence, and then  thankfully  Eli stepped in behind her, heading toward the hardware aisle. Mrs. Dempsey observed his presence, and her expression softened, just a bit.

“He’s been a good worker,” she said. “Quiet. Strong. Ruth trusts him.”

Emma nodded. “So do I.” The words surprised even her.
As she made her way through the store, she saw flickers of recognition in every aisle. People who used to know her used to know her family. Some smiled awkwardly. Some didn’t smile at all.

Near the canned goods, Mr. Voss, her old science teacher, stopped her. “Emma. I was sorry to hear about Luke.”

“Thank you,” she said, forcing steadiness.

“You know, he used to come by after hours and help me fix the greenhouse heater. Said keeping tomatoes alive in December was a crime against nature, but he did it anyway.”

Emma’s throat tightened. “That sounds like him.” Mr. Voss nodded. “Town missed him.”
The unspoken part hung in the air. And we noticed you were gone.
Back at the counter, Mrs. Dempsey was ringing her up when another voice cut through the store.
“Well, if it isn’t Emma Vance.” Emma froze.
Tommy Breck. High school golden boy turned tractor salesman, smug as ever. He strolled in like he owned the place.

“Haven’t seen you since graduation,” he said, smile too wide. “Didn’t think you’d come back after all that happened.”

Emma’s heart thudded. “Nice to see you too, Tommy.”

He laughed. “Well, people forget things, eventually. Or pretend to.”

Eli appeared at her side then, silent and steady. He didn’t speak, didn’t even step forward. But something in the way he stood  grounded, sure  made Tommy glance at his way, just briefly, before backing off.

“Anyway,” Tommy muttered. “Welcome back, I guess.”

He wandered off, and Emma exhaled only when she heard the door chime behind him.

Mrs. Dempsey bagged the last item and placed it gently on the counter. “Don’t let people like that write your story, sweetheart.”

Emma nodded, her voice quiet. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

Outside, Emma leaned against the truck door, head tilted toward the sky.

Eli handed her the receipt.

“You didn’t need you to step in,” she said, not unkindly. “I know,” he said.
They stood like that for a moment. Not facing each other. But not looking away.

“I used to think leaving made me brave,” she said. “And now?”
“Now I think coming back might’ve taken more.” Eli nodded once. “It usually does.”

[bookmark: Chapter_8:_Ashes_and_Embers]Chapter 8: Ashes and Embers
The night was still. One of those rare, breathless evenings when the wind held its breath and even the crickets seemed to hush.

Emma couldn’t sleep. The house felt full  of memories, of ghosts, of all the things no one had said. She stepped outside onto the back porch, wrapping herself in a blanket, mug of tea warming her fingers.

To her surprise, she wasn’t alone.

Eli sat on the lower step, facing the dark, elbows on his knees. He didn’t turn when she came out, but she could tell he’d heard her.

“Didn’t peg you for a porch brooder,” she said, settling a few steps above him.

“I’m versatile,” he murmured.

They sat like that for a while. No lights. Just stars. Just quiet. “You always this good at saying nothing?” she asked gently. “I used to talk more,” he said.
She looked at him, surprised by the answer. His gaze was in the distance, somewhere just beyond the trees.

“Back before I figured out how little people actually listen,” he added.

Emma didn’t reply right away. She knew that truth too well.

Eli shifted slightly, fingers toying with a smooth stone on the step. “My mother used to say still water runs deep. I think she meant it as a compliment. But I think she also meant I was hard to reach.”

“She still around?” Emma asked, voice careful. He shook his head. “No. Gone a long time now.”
There was a pause. Not uncomfortable. Just cautious.

“I bounced around a bit after that,” he continued. “Tried working out west. Stayed with an uncle who drank more than he worked. Picked fruit. Fixed fences. Never stayed long enough to belong anywhere.”

Emma studied him, the slope of his shoulders, the roughness in his voice. “So why here?”

He was quiet for a moment longer. Then: “Ruth didn’t ask questions. Just handed me a plate and pointed to a broken gate. That was the first time in a while someone needed me for something more than a day’s work.”

Emma felt the heat rise in her throat. Not pity nor recognition. “And Luke?” she asked softly.
“He didn’t say much either,” Eli said. “But he let me work. Trusted me with things most men wouldn’t.”

He looked up at her then. “I didn’t know what it meant at the time. But now I think maybe he saw something in me I hadn’t figured out yet.”

Emma smiled faintly. “Sounds familiar.”

They fell into silence again, but this time it felt like something shared.

“He wouldn’t have minded you being here,” she said after a moment. “I think he’d have liked it.”

Eli tilted his head. “You sure about that?”

She nodded. “Yeah. I think he would’ve trusted you with the things that mattered.”

Eli looked down at the stone in his hand and let it roll across his fingers.

“I’m not good at staying,” he admitted. “But I’m trying.” Emma looked out over the dark fields, heart thudding quietly. “So am I.”
And that, somehow, was enough for now.

[bookmark: Chapter_9:_The_Moment_Between_Breaths]Chapter 9: The Moment Between Breaths
The rain came unexpectedly that afternoon, a fast, hard summer storm that slammed the fields with wild wind and soaked the porch in a matter of minutes.

Emma had been upstairs sorting through old linens when she heard the crash.

A dull, sharp thud. Followed by silence. She dropped the stack of blankets and ran.
In the kitchen, Ruth was on the floor  propped against the cabinet, flour scattered like dust around her, a bowl overturned, her apron streaked with dough and sweat.

“Ruth!”

Emma was at her side in seconds, her knees slamming into the tiles.

“I’m okay,” Ruth whispered, breath shallow. “Just slipped…”

But Emma could see the tremor in her hands. The color drained her face. The stiffness in her jaw like she was holding back more than pain.

“You’re not okay,” Emma said. “I’m calling Eli.”

“No,” Ruth tried, but Emma was already up, grabbing the walkie they kept by the back door.

Eli came in soaked  boots dripping; hair plastered to his forehead. He took one look at Ruth and dropped to her other side.

“Tell me where it hurts,” he said, calm, steady. “My pride,” Ruth muttered.
He offered her the faintest ghost of a smile, but his hands moved gently over her arm and shoulder. “Your wrist might be sprained,” he said after a moment. “And that hip’s going to bruise like hell.”

Emma hovered, helpless. “Should we take her in?”

“She can stand,” Eli said, helping Ruth to her feet, “but I’ll wrap it first and make sure she rests. And you “he glanced at Emma “get some ice and stop looking like the world’s ending.”

Emma blinked, startled. “I’m not” “You are.”
But his tone wasn’t cruel. It was protective. Honest.

Later, Ruth lay on the couch, arm wrapped, feet elevated. Eli moved around the kitchen with quiet efficiency boiling water for tea, cleaning the mess, checking the stove like he’d lived here for years.

Emma sat beside Ruth, brushing crumbs from the quilt.

“You scared me,” she said softly.

“I scared myself,” Ruth admitted. “I’m not used to falling. Luke used to say I was made of boot leather and wire.”

Emma laughed weakly. “You’re a kind of .”

Ruth closed her eyes for a moment. “Still. It’s a reminder.” “Of what?”
“That I won’t be here forever.” Emma went still.
“I don’t mean it to sound dramatic,” Ruth added quickly. “But I want you to understand something, Emma. This land, this home
it was never meant to be held in one set of hands. It survives because people pick up where others leave off.”
Emma swallowed. “I’m not ready for that kind of responsibility.”

“You don’t have to be,” Ruth said. “But you’re here. And that means something.”

They sat in silence for a moment until Eli walked over, handing Emma a fresh cup of tea and resting one hand lightly on Ruth’s shoulder.

“I’ll sleep in the barn tonight,” he said. “Just in case you need anything.”

“You’re not sleeping in the barn,” Ruth scoffed. “You’ll take the spare room like a civilized person.”

He didn’t argue.

And that quiet moment  Eli there with them, Ruth on the couch, Emma sitting in the dim kitchen light with tea cooling in her hands  felt like something real.

Something that might, with time, grow roots.

[bookmark: Chapter_10:_Things_Not_Said]Chapter 10: Things Not Said
(Eli’s Point of View)

The first thing Eli did every morning was stand in the doorway of the barn and breathe.

He liked the smell of hay and dust, the sharp sting of early air before the sun warmed it. Like the way the sky stretched wide and colorless above the trees, like something waiting to be filled.

He fed the horses first. Checked the hinges on the east fence gate. Listened to the rhythm of the land like it was a song he’d spent years trying to learn by ear.

This morning, though, everything felt slightly off-balance.

Ruth was hurt not bad, but bad enough. And Emma… Emma had looked like she’d aged ten years in ten minutes, crouched on that kitchen floor yesterday, hand on Ruth’s shoulder like it was the only solid thing left.

Eli had seen that look before.

He’d worn it himself once, a long time ago.

He hauled a feed sack onto his shoulder and carried it back to the pen, boots crunching in the still-damp earth. Normally, he liked this time  before people stirred, before questions showed up with coffee cups and awkward silences. But his thoughts followed him like shadows today.

He didn’t know what to do with people like Emma.

Not because she was cruel. Not because she was weak. But because she was watching him. Not with suspicion, but with curiosity. With a kind of raw, unfinished recognition.

He wasn’t used to that.

Most people either looked past him or through him. Emma investigated him. And he wasn’t sure if she saw what she was there or just needed to see.

He didn’t want to disappoint her. And that scared him more than he wanted to admit.

He stopped beside the orchard fence and leaned against the post, letting the quiet stretch.

She asked about his past the other night. Not directly, not like most people did, but with silence and patience. And somehow, he answered.

He hadn’t planned to.

Maybe it was the porch light. The stars. The way she didn’t interrupt.

He didn’t talk about his mother. Or the nights spent crashing in truck beds, or the day he almost left town for good because the ghosts in his chest got too loud.

But he’d said enough.

He’d told her about Ruth. About how this place had taken him in without asking why he needed it. That felt like too much.

Eli wasn’t used to wanting things. But lately, he wanted to stay.
He wanted the orchard in bloom. The fence lines straight. The warm hum of Ruth’s humming in the kitchen. The way Emma laughed when she forgot she was supposed to be guarded.

He wanted that future. And it terrified him.
Back at the house, the kitchen light flicked on. A shadow moved behind the curtain, Emma, up early.

Eli wiped his hands on his jeans, adjusted his cap, and started toward the house.

He didn’t know what today would bring. But he’d show up for it.

For the work.

For the silence.

For whatever came next.




[bookmark: Chapter_11:_The_Weight_of_Waiting]Chapter 11: The Weight of Waiting

        The morning unfolded slowly and honey-thick, the kind of quiet 
          Sunday that made the house feel bigger than it was. Emma sat at
          the table with her hands wrapped around a lukewarm mug of tea,
          staring at the half- sliced loaf of bread in front of her like it might
          solve something.

Across the room, Ruth moved about the kitchen with the slow grace of someone who had spent her whole life learning how to do things carefully.

Her wrist was wrapped, but she didn’t complain. She never did.

“You keep looking like that bread offended you,” Ruth said finally, sliding into the seat across from her.

Emma blinked. “Sorry. Just distracted.”

Ruth didn’t ask. She didn’t have to.

“Sometimes,” she said, “when you leave something too long on the shelf, it turns into something else entirely. Bread. Grief.
Letters.”

Emma looked up sharply, but Ruth’s face was unreadable. Calm.

“You know about the letter?”

“I know your father,” Ruth said. “He kept things in drawers, but not forever.”

Emma set her mug down a little too hard. “I don’t know if I want to know what he wrote. What if it’s… not enough?”

Ruth gave a small shrug. “Then it won’t be. But at least you’ll know. Sometimes not knowing eats at you worse.”

Emma bit the inside of her cheek. “I think I’ve built him up so much in my head… and blamed him too much, too. I don’t know how to hold both.”

“You don’t have to,” Ruth said. “You just have to start.”

They sat in silence. Wind moved softly through the open window. Somewhere outside, a horse snorted, and the steady rhythm of Eli splitting wood reached them in faint, steady strikes.

Ruth glanced toward the sound, then back to Emma. “He’s not Luke.”

“I know.”

“But he reminds you of him, doesn’t he?”

Emma hesitated. “Sometimes. And sometimes not at all. Sometimes he just reminds me of me.”

That made Ruth smile  not wide, but deep. The kind that said
there it is.

“I don’t think he’s here for easy things,” Ruth said. “Not the work. Not you.”

Emma looked down. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“You don’t have to know. Just don’t waste the chance to find out.”

That night, long after the house had quieted and the moon rose high over the orchard, Emma sat on her bed with the drawer open.

The letter was still there. Still folded.
Still waiting.

Her hand hovered over it  not ready, not yet  but closer than she’d been the night before.

And sometimes, she realized that counted for something.

[bookmark: Chapter_12:_The_Windbreak]Chapter 12: The Windbreak
Emma hadn’t walked the north ridge in years.

It used to be one of her father’s favorite places, the top of the pasture where the land rose into a small line of trees planted decades ago to keep the soil from blowing away in summer storms. Luke had called it the windbreak, though it had always sounded more like a prayer than a description.

She walked there now without quite knowing why.

The late afternoon sun stretched long across the hills, and the wind played through the tall grass in soft, sighing waves. The trees stood quietly now, worn down by weather, still standing. Still doing their job.

Just like Luke.

At the base of one of the trees, she spotted something out of place half-buried in the earth, edges rusted with time. A small, handmade bench, barely upright anymore. One of Luke’s, no doubt. She remembered helping him carry the boards up the hill. She couldn’t have been older than ten. He’d let her hammer in a crooked nail and told her it was the most important one.

She sat on the bench, hands in her lap.

The view was the same. Wide. Quiet. Honest.

She remembered him sitting here once, notebook in hand, watching the sky for signs of rain.

“The land doesn’t tell you what it needs out loud,” he had said.
“You just have to shut up and listen long enough.”

Emma pulled her knees to her chest.

“I’m trying,” she whispered. “But you didn’t leave a map.” The wind stirred in the trees above her.
Maybe he had, though  just not the kind she was used to following.

When she returned home that evening, the house was quiet. Ruth was napping. Eli was nowhere in sight, probably out in the east field checking fence lines again.

Emma went upstairs, entered her room, and opened the drawer. The letter waited.
This time, she didn’t shut the drawer.

She placed the envelope on her pillow, beside her — like a weight, or a promise.

Tomorrow, she will read it. She was sure of it now.

[bookmark: Chapter_13:_The_Letter]Chapter 13: The Letter
The sky was still pale when Emma woke.

For once, the dreams didn’t come with no orchard shadows, no echoes of her father’s voice. Just the faint awareness of morning, soft and new.

She sat up slowly, blanket pooled at her waist.

The letter lay where she had left it  untouched, except for the gentle crease of her hesitation.

She reached for it with hands that didn’t quite feel like hers. Thumbs brushing the envelope’s edge, fingertips resting over the familiar ink of her name.

Emma.

He’d written it the way he always did  blocky, exact, as if it were something permanent.

She unfolded the page.

The handwriting was unmistakably his. A little uneven in places. Strong in others. No greeting, no preamble. Just words.

I didn’t know how to say these things out loud. Maybe that’s part of the problem.

You always said I was better with the land than with people. I didn’t argue, because you weren’t wrong. But that doesn’t mean

I didn’t love you. It just means I didn’t always know how to show it.

When you left, I didn’t chase you. I wanted to. I should have. But pride is a damn foolish thing to carry in a father’s pocket. I figured you’d come back when you were ready. I didn’t think waiting would cost me this much time.

You’ve got your mother’s stubborn streak, and God help you for it. But you’ve also got her heart. That big, aching, quiet heart that wants to fix what it didn’t break. I saw that in you every time you patched up a fence, every time you fought with me over nothing just to prove you could.

If you’re reading this, then maybe I’m gone. And I hate that I wasn’t the one to welcome you back through the door.

But this place is still yours. Not because you came back. Because you never really left it  not in the ways that matter.

The land remembers you. The orchard, the fence lines, the tools in the shed. They remember your hands.

I hope you can forgive the spaces I left silently. I hope you fill them with something better.

And if you can’t forgive me now, maybe one day. That’ll be enough.
— Dad.

Emma didn’t cry right away.

She just stared at the page. Read it once. Then again. Then a third time, as if her eyes needed to memorize the shape of his voice.

Then tears came.

Not in gasps. Not in sobs. Just quiet. Slow.
Letting go.

Later, she walked out to the porch, letter still in her hand. The sun had begun to warm the horizon, stretching light over the fields like a promise.

Eli sat on the steps, boot tapping against the rail, coffee steaming in his hand.

He looked up as she approached, but didn’t say anything. She sat beside him.
Held the letter out. “I read it,” she said.
Eli glanced at the page, then back to her. “And?”

Emma looked toward the orchard, where morning brushed through the leaves.

“It wasn’t everything I wanted,” she said. “But it was what he had.”

Eli nodded. “That counts for something.”

They sat like that, no more questions, no need to speak. Just two people on a porch, beginning again.

[bookmark: Chapter_14:_Between_the_Rows]Chapter 14: Between the Rows
The orchard was quiet again the kind of quiet that didn’t ask anything of her.

Emma moved between the trees with a basket on her hip, her fingers brushing the low fruit, checking for signs of rot or softness. The sunlight filtered through the leaves in a dappled pattern that danced across her arms.

She hadn’t meant to come out here so early, but after the letter, her feet had just… moved. Like they knew what she needed before she did.

Eli was already out there when she arrived  back to her, sleeves rolled, a pruning knife in hand, trimming the dead growth from a knotted old tree with the kind of careful precision that only comes from time and attention.

He didn’t look up when she joined him. But he didn’t move away either.

They worked in tandem, unspoken.

She held the ladder while he climbed to cut a stubborn limb. He handed her tools without asking. She caught his glance once when the sun hit her face just so, and he looked away — but not quickly enough to hide the softness there.

After a while, Emma broke the silence.

“My dad used to say the orchard was like raising kids.”

Eli raised an eyebrow. “How’s that?”

“Give them space to grow but cut back the parts that’ll choke them.”

Eli smiled faintly. “Sounds about right.”

Emma dropped an apple into the basket with a gentle thud. “I used to hate coming out here. Thought it was punishment.”

“And now?”

She paused. “Now I think maybe it was his way of trying to be close without saying it.”

Eli nodded, thoughtful. “Some men only know how to love in the things they build.”

Emma looked at him then fully, steadily. “And what about you?”

He hesitated, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Still figuring that out.”

They reached the far edge of the orchard, where the trees thinned and the grass grew tall and uneven.

A small bench sat beneath one of the older trees. It was one of Luke’s projects, half-reclaimed by moss.

Emma sat down, brushing dirt from the worn wood beside her.

Eli remained standing for a moment, then slowly sat beside her, leaving just enough space between them for the wind to pass.

They didn’t speak.

But Emma leaned back, let her shoulder barely brush his. And Eli didn’t move away.
He just sat with her, the sun warming their backs, the orchard alive around them.

And in that stillness, something shifted. Not a confession.
Not a kiss.

Just a closeness allowed.

And that, for now, was more than enough.

[bookmark: Chapter_15:_The_Long_Table]Chapter 15: The Long Table
The church fair was always the same  long folding tables covered in gingham cloth, pies lined up like soldiers in a bake- off, kids running barefoot between hay bales, and Pastor Alan standing too close to the lemonade like he’d appointed himself spiritual guardian of the citrus.

Emma hadn’t planned to go.

But Ruth had mentioned it casually over breakfast, and Eli  in his ever-subtle way had muttered something about needing an extra pair of hands at the setup.

Now she stood near the edge of the crowd, one foot half-ready to retreat, the other unsure what it was doing here.

Ruth was somewhere near the raffle table, chatting with Mrs. Brindle. Eli stood beside a grill with sleeves rolled, flipping burgers and barely acknowledging the line of women not-so- subtly watching him.

Emma took a breath. Straightened her shoulders. Walked in.

The first few greetings were cautious with a polite smile and quick nods. Some people looked past her. Others, like Mr. Voss, gave her a long, measuring look before handing her a plastic fork and saying, “Glad you’re here, Emma.”

It wasn’t much. But it wasn’t nothing.

She found herself seated across from Carla Jennings and two other women from school days, all sipping sweet tea and watching her like a deer they weren’t sure whether to spook or pet.

“Didn’t expect you to come out,” Carla said, voice light but edged.

“I didn’t either,” Emma replied, her tone even. Carla smirked. “You bake?”
Emma gestured toward Ruth’s pie. “I helped.”

“You helped Ruth bake?” one of the others said, laughing. Emma smiled. “I sliced apples. Without bleeding.”
It was a small thing. But the women blinked. Then Carla gave a grudging little chuckle and said, “Well, there’s hope for you yet.”

Later, Emma helped carry dishes to the cleanup table. She worked without talking much, but people nodded as she passed. A few thanked her. A few smiled.

No one mentioned the past.

No one asked why she stayed away so long. And for the first time, that felt like grace.

As the sun dipped low and string lights blinked on across the field, Emma stood with a cup of coffee near the edge of the dance area. The town’s lone fiddler was playing something fast and familiar, kids twirling in chaotic circles, older couples swaying out of rhythm and not caring a bit.

Eli approached quietly, dust on his boots, shirt rumpled. “You survived,” he said.
“Barely.”

“Carla only rolled her eyes twice. That’s practically an embrace.”

Emma laughed, light and unguarded.

“I kept waiting to feel like I didn’t belong,” she said. “But it never really hit.”

Eli tilted his head. “Maybe you do.” “Maybe,” she echoed.
They stood in silence, side by side. “Want to dance?” he asked suddenly. Emma blinked. “You dance?”
He shrugged. “Terribly.”

She looked at his hand, then at the crowd, then back at him.

And then  with a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding  for a while; she placed her hand in his.

Just one song.

Just one step.

But it was a step forward.

[bookmark: Chapter_16:_The_Visitor]Chapter 16: The Visitor
The knock on the door came late, just past seven, with the sun dipping low and casting long amber streaks through the kitchen window.

Emma was washing dishes, sleeves rolled, her mind pleasantly quiet from the day’s work. Ruth had already gone upstairs with a book. Eli had just left after checking the western gate — said he’d be back early to mend the post.

The second knock was firmer.

She wiped her hands on a dish towel, heart already tense. The farm didn’t get visitors at this hour. Not unless something was wrong.

When she opened the door, she froze.

Standing on the porch was Daniel Wade standing with his neatly combed hair, khaki coat, that polished-city sheen that clashed against the dust of the porch.

“Emma,” he said, as if her name was a revelation. She stared. “What are you doing here?”
Daniel smiled, the kind of smile that had once made her feel seen. Now it just felt... out of place.

“I was in the state for a conference,” he said. “Figured I’d try my luck.”

She didn’t step aside. “You drove three hours to try your luck?”

He raised his eyebrows, unbothered. “You stopped answering my messages. I wanted to see if you were okay.”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. You look... rural.”

Emma crossed her arms. “You’re not charming anymore, Daniel.”

He laughed softly, as if that made her more interesting.

She finally let him in  out of politeness, out of muscle memory. He stepped into the house and looked around like a man entering a museum. Touched a photo frame. Wrinkled his nose at the scent of old wood.

“This is where you grew up?” he asked. “Yep.”
He gestured toward the worn floor, the bookshelves, the clutter of farm life. “It’s... quaint.”

Emma bristled. “It’s home.” There was silence. A thick one.

Then Daniel softened. “I just wanted to talk. Maybe convince you to come back. Your name still has weight in the firm. You had a future in the city, Emma. We had plans.”

“You had plans,” she said quietly.

Before he could answer, the screen door creaked.

Eli appeared in the doorway, expressions unreadable, arms dusty from work, eyes immediately taking in the scene.

Daniel turned, taking him in with a glance that said everything. “And you are?”
“Eli,” he said simply.

Daniel waited, but nothing came.

Eli looked at Emma. “Just wanted to let you know the gate’s set for morning. I’ll be by early.”

She nodded. “Thanks.” He paused. “You good?”
Emma held his gaze. “Yeah. I am.” With a small nod, Eli turned and left.
Daniel watched him go, then turned back to her with a crooked smile. “Well. That clears a few things up.”

Emma didn’t answer.

She just stood there, holding a dish towel in her hand, feeling the weight of two lives pressing against each other.

[bookmark: Chapter_17:_Coffee_and_Closure]Chapter 17: Coffee and Closure
Emma woke to the sound of a car door slamming.

For a second, she’d hoped last night had been a strange dream
about Daniel’s unexpected arrival, that polished grin, the way he had stood in her childhood kitchen like he still belonged.

But there he was again, now seated at Ruth’s kitchen table like a man playing house.

“Morning,” he said with a familiar smirk as she entered, hair tousled, bare feet on the cool tile.

“You made coffee?” she asked, more surprised than grateful.

“I found the beans. Eventually. Took a while to locate anything in this... charming setup.”

Emma poured herself a cup, saying nothing.

Ruth entered quietly behind her, moving slowly but deliberately, her wrist still bandaged. She took one look at Daniel and offered a polite, lukewarm smile. “You’re the visitor, then.”

“Daniel Wade,” he said, standing too quickly, offering his hand.

Ruth raised an eyebrow. “Ruth. This is my kitchen. You’re welcome to coffee. Don’t touch the biscuits.”

Daniel blinked, unsure if she was joking. Emma didn’t clarify.

They sat down , the three of them  around the kitchen table, the smell of morning and silence between them.

Daniel stirred sugar into his cup with exaggerated casualness. “So, what’s the plan, Emma?”

She looked at him. “For?”

“For you. This place. All... this.” He gestured vaguely to the walls, the land beyond them.

Ruth busied herself at the sink but didn’t leave. Her presence was intentional.

Emma took a long sip. “You mean now that I’m not your well- dressed law partner anymore?”

Daniel chuckled. “Well, I wouldn’t put it that way. But sure.”

She set her mug down. “I don’t know yet. But it feels more real than anything I’ve done in a long time.”

“You could still come back, you know. I’ve seen people recover bigger reputations than yours.”

Ruth made a small cluck with her tongue, not looking up.

Emma ignored it. “I don’t want to recover a reputation. I want to build a life.”

Daniel leaned back, surprised by the conviction in her voice.

“And that life includes... farm chores? Fixing fences? That guy?”

Emma smiled  not defensively, but firmly. “That guy is more honest with silence than you ever were with words.”

Daniel scoffed. “So that’s it, then? You’re just going to pretend none of it mattered?”

Emma’s voice softened. “No, Daniel. It mattered. It just doesn’t belong to me anymore.”

The screen door creaked open behind them.

Eli stepped in, eyes flicking over the scene  not surprised, not hostile. Just aware.

Emma stood.

“I’ll walk you out,” she said to Daniel.

They stepped onto the porch. The morning was crisp, the orchard glowing gold in the rising light.

Daniel looked at her one more time. “You’re really staying?” Emma nodded. “I already have.”
He opened his mouth, then thought better of it. “Take care of yourself.”

“I am,” she said.

Back inside, Ruth handed Emma a biscuit wordlessly. Emma bit into it and sat down across from Eli.
“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “That was the last ghost, I think.” Eli didn’t reply, just passed her the honey.
No grand gesture. No declarations.

Just breakfast. And the beginning of something lasting.

[bookmark: Chapter_18:_The_Sunday_Way_Out]Chapter 18: The Sunday Way Out
It was Ruth’s idea, of course.

“You two look like fence posts,” she said, stirring soup with one hand and waving them off with the other. “Go. Drive. Do something that doesn’t involve mud or broken hinges.”

Emma had half-protested, until she realized she wanted to leave
 just for a while. To breathe different air. To remember there was a world beyond boundary lines and bruised memory.

Eli didn’t say much. Just tossed a jacket into the back of the truck and opened the passenger door for her like it was nothing.

They drove with the windows down, radio humming quietly — a crackling mix of old country songs and static. The air was warm, soft with the promise of rain that hadn’t come. Fields rolled past like slow waves.

“Where are we going?” Emma asked. Eli shrugged. “Nowhere special.” Which, oddly, sounded perfect.
They ended up at the lake.

It was an old spot, not much more than a wide bend in the river with a crooked dock and a picnic bench that had survived more winters than anyone cared to count.

Emma slipped off her boots, dipping her feet in the cool water. Eli sat beside her, arms resting on his knees.

“You come here often?” she asked. “When I want quiet.”
She smirked. “You live in the middle of nowhere.”

He glanced sideways. “Quiet outside. Not always quiet in here.” He tapped his chest, then looked away.

Emma let that sit for a while. “Yeah,” she said finally. “I know that kind of noise.”

They shared lunch from a brown bag Ruth had packed: sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, apples, and two oatmeal cookies she swore were her last batch of the season.

They ate in companionable silence until Emma spoke again. “Did you ever think your life would end up here?”
Eli chewed slowly. “I didn’t think it would end up anywhere. I used to believe the only thing I was good at was leaving.”

She watched him. “And now?”

“Now I think I’m still learning how to stay.”

He didn’t look at her when he said it. But he didn’t need to.

They wandered the shoreline afterward, skipping stones. Emma’s went mostly plops. Eli’s glided smoothly and sure.

“You’re infuriating,” she said, hands on her hips. “Years of practice,” he said.
“Everything you do looks easy.”

“That’s because you don’t see the mess I came from.”

She turned to him. “Maybe I don’t need to. Maybe this is enough.”

They stood there for a moment, two people in worn denim and quiet understanding, surrounded by the hush of water and trees.

Eli reached it, picked up a stone, and offered it to her. “Try again,” he said.
She did.

And this time, it skipped. Just once.
But it was a start.

[bookmark: Chapter_19:_The_Folded_Map]Chapter 19: The Folded Map
It started with a stuck drawer.

Emma was reorganizing the old desk in Luke’s study — finally ready to clean out the papers that smelled of dust, ink, and memory. She tugged at the bottom drawer, expecting more notebooks, maybe an old wrench or half-used box of seeds.

What she found was a thick brown manila envelope, taped shut, the words “Boundary revisions — Spring Survey” scribbled across the front in her father’s handwriting.

She sat down slowly.

Inside were maps, detailed, careful, annotated. Copies of the farm’s land boundaries, marked in colored pencil. Some were official. Some… not.

And at the bottom: a folded letter. Unsent.

Emma carried the documents to the kitchen, the table suddenly not big enough to hold the weight of what she was feeling.

Ruth looked up from her tea, brows rising.

“I found something,” Emma said. “In Dad’s desk.”

Ruth dried her hands slowly, walked over, and peered down at the spread.

It didn’t take long before her mouth set in a tight line.

“That’s the northeast boundary,” she murmured, pointing. “Old Miller land. That sale never finalized.”

Emma nodded. “But he bought it, Ruth. Or… he was trying to. There’s a payment record here.”

Ruth sank into a chair. “He never told me.” There was something heavy in that realization.
Emma read the letter aloud  not to Ruth, exactly, but to the room.

“If the purchase goes through, the orchard could double. But it’s more than that. There’s something about that rise — it feels right for new soil. For new roots. If Emma ever comes back, this might be for her. If not… maybe someone will find use in it.”

Emma stopped.

Ruth’s voice was quiet. “He never stopped planning for you. Even when he stopped saying it out loud.”

Later that evening, Emma walked the northern rise alone.

The grass was longer here, the fence posts older, the earth richer somehow.

She stood where Luke must’ve stood  imagining, hoping, waiting.

The stars came out quietly overhead, the sky wide and still.

She pulled the map from her jacket pocket, unfolded it, and laid it across the hood of the truck.

There it was. Possibility.
And with it, a question.

What would you build, if the land were yours to shape from the beginning?

[bookmark: Chapter_20:_Root_and_Rise]Chapter 20: Root and Rise
By sunrise, Emma already knew what she wanted to say.

The wind had changed overnight  not a storm coming, but the kind that carried new air. It stirred through the fields and tugged at her shirt collar as she stood on the porch, map in hand, boots still damp from the northern rise.

Ruth was the first to join her, robe drawn tight, hair pinned up like always. She looked at the map, then at Emma’s face.

“Well,” Ruth said. “That’s your father’s stubborn in you.”

Emma smiled. “I’m thinking we plant there. Maybe start with stone fruit. Build out from the ridge. The soil is deep, and  we must test it, but I think it could hold.”

Ruth gave her a long, steady look. “You’re not just fixing the old. You’re making something new.”

“That’s the idea.”

A pause. Then Ruth nodded once, slow and sure. “Then I think it’s time.”

By midmorning, Eli had standing with his hands in his pockets, the sun already baking onto his shoulders. Emma showed him the map, the soil samples she’d pulled, the rough plan she’d started sketching the night before.

He studied it in silence, brows furrowed.

“Well?” she asked, watching him. Eli looked up. “I think it’ll work.” Emma blinked. “That’s it?”
“You already know it will. I’m just agreeing with you.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”
“And you’re planting trees on a ridge that hasn't been touched in fifty years.”

She grinned. “Sounds like we’re both stubborn.” “Must be catching.”
They spent the rest of the day walking the land together — Ruth directing from her chair at the base of the slope, Eli driving fence markers, Emma kneeling in the dirt, her palms open to the feel of it.

It wasn’t grand.

It wasn’t fast.

But it was real.

By late afternoon, they’d marked the rows, laid out irrigation plans, and argued over tree spacing until Ruth threatened to revoke both their super privileges.

And as the sun lowered across the back field, Emma looked out over the newly staked ridge  not yet orchard, not yet anything but vision.

And felt something settle in her chest. Belonging.
Not because she’d returned.

But because she’d chosen to build.

[bookmark: Chapter_21:_Disputed_Ground]Chapter 21: Disputed Ground
The envelope was thick, legal-grade paper. No return address, no pleasantries  just a plain envelope left in the farm’s mailbox sometime before dawn.

Emma opened it at the kitchen table, coffee half-drunk beside her.

She read the first line twice before the words truly registered:

“Notice of Conditional Claim: Section 18, Parcel 3 — Northeast Boundary (Unsettled Title)”

Her hands stiffened around the paper. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Ruth read it in silence, lips pressed thin.

“That parcel’s been in transition since before Luke passed,” she said finally. “He started the process  I remember that much  but the man he bought it from, Earl Kinney, he was dying when the paperwork went through. His nephew... I think he was mentioned once. Never came forward.”

“Well,” Emma said, trying to keep her voice level, “he’s come forward now.”

By afternoon, a name surfaced: Wes Kinney,Earl’s nephew, estranged for years, who’d apparently found just enough old paper to make a fuss.

Eli came in from the ridge just after sundown, boots caked in earth and found Emma pacing the barn with the letter in her hand like it might ignite.

“What is it?” he asked.

She handed it over wordlessly.

Eli read slowly and carefully. His jaw tightened. “You’re not giving this up.”

Emma crossed her arms. “I just started, Eli. I only just want something again. And now—”

He stepped closer. “So, fight for it.” She looked up, heart thudding.
“I’ll help,” he said. “Whatever you need. This isn’t just Luke’s land. It’s yours now. Don’t let some distant relative with a paper trail scare you off the ridge.”

Her breath caught.

“It’s not just the land,” she whispered. “It’s what it means.” “I know.”
And he did. That was the worst and best part. Later, Ruth sat beside Emma on the porch.

“That land was his dream,” Emma said. “But he never finished the fight. And now I must.”

Ruth laid a hand on hers. “That ridge was always meant for new roots. So, dig in, Emma. Even if it’s hard.”

Emma looked out into the night. Not back.
Not forward. Just steady.

[bookmark: Chapter_22:_Edges_of_the_Map]Chapter 22: Edges of the Map
The wind was sharp the next morning  not cold, just biting. Like it wanted to scrape the indecision off her skin.

Emma sat in the orchard, perched on one of the lower support beams near the older trees. The map of the ridge was still folded in her back pocket, but it felt heavier now. Like it had turned into something else, a burden instead of a blueprint.

She hadn’t told Ruth, but she'd called the number on the notice that morning.

Wes Kinney answered. And he wasn’t friendly.

“Your father should’ve finished the paperwork,” he’d said flatly. “I don’t blame you. But I’ve got plans for that land, too. I’m not walking away.”

Now Emma sat alone, twisting the edge of her flannel sleeve, watching a breeze ripple through the trees she hadn’t planted yet.

Maybe she should walk away.

Maybe that’s what she always did, just with fancier excuses.

She could leave before it got messier. Before she lost what she hadn’t yet dared to truly claim.

The thought curled in her chest like a tight, silent panic.

She didn’t hear Eli until he was beside her.

He didn’t speak. Just lowered himself onto the beam beside her, boots brushing dried grass.

“I didn’t hear you come up,” she said. “You were somewhere else.”
She didn’t deny it.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Emma whispered, “I’m tired, Eli. I’m tired of trying to be someone who can fight for things.”

“You are that someone.”

She shook her head. “I’m someone who leaves before she has to lose.”

Eli’s voice was low. “You’re not her anymore.”

She looked at him, eyes damp. “How do you know?”

“Because you stayed when it hurt. You planted stakes. You let people in. You started something that scared you.” He paused. “That’s fighting.”

Emma pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “But what if I lose?”

“Then you lose. But you’ll know you showed up. And the land remembers that kind of thing.”

She let that settle.

And slowly  like the sun warming frost  the fear began to melt beneath his words.

Later, back in the house, Ruth placed an old folder on the table
 one Luke had stashed deep in a box marked misc. land notes. In it: a bank receipt and a witness-signed agreement that bore Earl Kinney’s initials.

Not a deed.

But maybe enough.

Emma ran her fingers over the edge of the paper. Then she looked at Ruth. Then at Eli.
And then at the ridge, visible just beyond the kitchen window. “I’m not leaving,” she said.
And this time, she believed in herself.

[bookmark: Chapter_23:_Holding_the_Line]Chapter 23: Holding the Line
The law office was tucked between a consignment shop and the town's only barbershop  a narrow, weathered building with fading white trim and a sign that read H. Burgess, esp. in chipped gold paint.

Emma had forgotten how much of the town was exactly as it used to be and how much it looked smaller now.

Eli held the door open for her, and she stepped inside, heart thudding.

Helen Burgess was in her sixties, sharp-eyed, silver-haired, and perpetually smelling faintly of ink and pipe smoke  despite never having smoked a day in her life.

“Well, I’ll be,” she said, peering over her glasses. “Emma Vance, finally using her father’s stubborn for something useful.”

Emma gave a tight smile. “Let’s hope.”

Helen motioned them in. Eli took the corner seat and said little, as always, but the way he leaned forward slightly, always listening, told Emma she wasn’t alone in the room.

She laid the envelope on the table.

“Wes Kinney filed a claim last week,” Emma said. “We have a copy of the witness statement, and this “she slid forward the old receipt Luke had kept “was signed by Earl before the stroke. Not a full title transfer, but”

Helen held up a hand. “It’s enough to muddy the waters. And in this town, mud has a way of slowing things down long enough to dig your feet in.”

Emma blinked. “Is that good?” “It’s a start.”
The next step: gathering local witnesses who remembered the deal.

Helen gave her a list: Mr. Voss (still substitute teaching), Old Harold from the feed store, and possibly even Beth Kinney, Wes’s cousin, who hadn’t spoken to him in over a decade.

Eli offered to drive.

“I don’t want you to spend all your time on this,” Emma said as they walked back to the truck.

He paused, leaning on the open door. “You want the ridge?” “Yes.”
“Then I’m spending it where it matters.”

She didn’t respond. She just got in the truck, eyes forward.

Their final stop that afternoon: Kinney Auto, Wes’s garage on the edge of town. They didn’t expect a fight,  but Emma wanted to be seen. Wanted Wes to know she wasn’t hiding.

He was wiping grease from his hands when they pulled up. Mid- forties, thick around the shoulders, eyes too cold for his smile.

“Well, look what the wind blew in,” he said. Emma stepped out, jaw set.
“I want you to withdraw the claim,” she said calmly. Wes gave a dry chuckle. “Is that so?”
“You know the deal your uncle made. You know my father put money into that land. You weren’t around then.”

“I am now.” A pause.
“I’m not going away,” Emma said. “This land wasn’t just something he bought  it was something he planned to give. And I intend to carry that through.”

Wes narrowed his eyes. “You think you can scare me off with sentiment?”

“No,” she said. “But I’ve got paper, people, and the truth. And if I must take this all the way to court, I will.”

Eli stood beside her, silent but certain.

Wes didn’t answer. He just wiped his hands one more time and turned away.

In the truck, Emma didn’t speak for a while. Her hands were tight on the wheel.

Finally, Eli said, “You didn’t blink once.”

Emma glanced at him, lips twitching. “I did. Just on the inside.” He smiled, the corner of his mouth curling. “Still counts.”
They drove home in the fading light, not victorious yet  but no longer afraid.

[bookmark: Chapter_24:_Lines_in_the_Dust]Chapter 24: Lines in the Dust
It started with a look.

At the feed store, Old Man Griggs gave Emma a tight nod — nothing more. But it was less than the smile he’d offered last week when she brought Ruth’s preserves for the charity drive.

Then came the whispers, small, polite voices that trailed off just a second too late when she walked into Dempsey’s. A cough, a sideways glance, the sudden interest in produce labels.

By Thursday, it wasn’t just silence. It was sides.
The Kinney name, though half-forgotten in recent years, still had its weight  especially with people who remembered Earl fondly or owed him for Favors long passed.

Wes had started talking  at the barbershop, outside the church, leaning on fence posts like he was just sharing the truth.

“Luke never finished the paperwork.”

“Emma wasn’t even here when her daddy was sick.”

“City girl comes home and suddenly thinks she owns the hill.”

It wasn’t a storm. It was slow erosion. The kind that wore people down from belief to doubt.

Emma came home from town that afternoon with her shoulders tight and her jaw clenched.

Ruth took one look and said, “You’ve got that old Vance fire in your face. Means someone in town said something stupid.”

Emma laughed but there was no humor in it.

“I thought I was earning my way back. That people were starting to see me.”

Ruth handed her a dish towel. “They do. But people are like fence lines. They sway in strong wind. You hold the post long enough, they settle again.”

That evening, Eli found her in the orchard, pacing between the rows they hadn’t planted yet.

He didn’t ask.

She handed him a piece of paper and a list of names. People who’d declined to give statements about her case.

“Some of these people shook my hand a week ago,” she said bitterly.

“And now they’re scared of picking sides.” “They’ve already picked.”
Eli nodded, folding the list. “So, what are you going to do?”

Emma looked at the ridge. At the line she’d marked with string. At the wind tugging at the edges of her certainty.

“I’m going to hold.”

Later, as dusk sank the sky into gold and ash, Ruth stepped onto the porch with two mugs and a thin envelope in her hand.

“This came for you,” she said. “From Helen.” Inside was a brief note. Three lines.
Beth Kinney is willing to talk. She remembers the deal.
She has proof.

Emma’s breath caught.

And just like that, the balance shifted again  not solved, not over, but enough to hold the line.

[bookmark: Chapter_25:_Testimony_and_Truth]Chapter 25: Testimony and Truth
Beth Kinney arrived just after noon in a faded green station wagon, the kind that looked like it had stories in the glove compartment. She wore a denim jacket, heavy boots, and an expression that suggested she didn’t want to be thanked for anything.

Emma met her at the gate. “Ms. Kinney,” she said.
Beth waved a hand. “No need for formalities. I wasn’t close to Earl, but I remember what he promised. And I don’t like when people twist a dead man’s words.”

She stepped out, reached into her bag, and pulled out a yellow notebook with spiral-bound, corner chewed by time. Inside there were hand-written notes. Payment dates. A signed copy of an intent- to-sell.

And a photo.

Emma’s breath caught.

It was Luke and Earl  standing on the ridge, shaking hands. A date scrawled on the back: March 14th, Year of the drought.

“That was the day they agreed,” Beth said. “Earl told me himself. Said Luke was buying it for someone who hadn’t come home yet.”

They brought the notebook to Helen Burgess that same afternoon.

Helen read through the notes slowly, nodding to herself, eyes sharp behind her glasses.

“This,” she said, tapping the photo, “this is gold. Not for court, necessarily  but for community. If this goes public, Wes has no leg to stand on.”

Emma blinked. “You think he’ll drop the claim?”

Helen smiled. “If he has a lick of sense left and cares about saving face.”

Word travelled fast in small towns.

By sunset, folks were already whispering about the notebook, the photo, and Beth Kinney showing up on the Vance porch.

Wes Kinney didn’t show up to work the next day. Two days later, Helen called with a single sentence: “He’s withdrawing the claim.”
That evening, Emma stood on the ridge. Not the orchard.
The ridge.

Her ridge now.

Eli joined her just as the sun dipped below the horizon. He didn’t say anything  just stood beside her as the golden light stretched across the hills like a quiet blessing.

“Thank you,” she said softly. He glanced at her. “For what?”
“For staying. For believing in it. In me.”

He didn’t answer. Just reached out  tentative, careful  and took her hand.

And together, they stood on the land that no longer felt borrowed.

It was hers now.

But more importantly  it had always been meant to grow.

[bookmark: Chapter_26:_Fireside_Echoes]Chapter 26: Fireside Echoes
The fire crackled in the hearth, sending soft shadows across the worn floorboards and casting gold across the faces gathered around it.

It had been a long week. A long season. A long coming home.

And now, for the first time since Emma stepped back onto the farm, there was no task waiting. No paper to sign. No voice from the past clawing at the edges.

Just warmth. And quiet.
And the people who had stayed.

Ruth sat in her favorite chair, quilt over her knees, eyes half- closed but still listening. A steaming mug rested on the side table — mostly untouched. She’d made tea for all of them, the same blend she’d brewed for Luke every winter.

Emma lay stretched on the old couch, head tipped back, arms folded over her chest. The firelight flickered on her cheek, catching the faintest trace of peace in her expression.

Eli sat cross-legged on the floor, back to the couch, his boots off, hands resting loosely over his knees. He wasn’t saying much  as usual  but the calm in his posture said enough.

Ruth broke the silence first.

“You know,” she said, “I remember the day your daddy told me he’d bought that ridge. He didn’t say it outright, but I could hear it in his voice  he wasn’t buying land. He was buying hope.”

Emma didn’t open her eyes. “He never said he wanted it for me.”

Ruth smiled softly. “Luke said fewer things than he meant. That didn’t make them less true.”

Eli stirred the fire with the poker, the flames flaring briefly before settling back into glow.

Ruth sipped her tea, then looked toward Emma. “You’ve done good, girl. Not just with the land. With yourself.”

Emma’s throat tightened. “Doesn’t feel finished yet.”
“It’s not supposed to,” Ruth said. “That’s how you know it’s alive.”

Later, when Ruth had gone to bed and the fire burned lower, Emma and Eli stayed behind. Neither of them spoke for a long time. Just the sounds of wind against the house and the steady pop of burning oak.

Then Eli said, quietly, “You changed things.” Emma looked over at him. “The land?”

“No. That, too. But I meant here.” He tapped his chest. She stares into the flames. “So did you.”
A beat of silence.

Then, softly, Emma reached down and ran her fingers through his  not grasping, just resting there.

And he didn’t let go. Not this time.
Not ever, if she had her way. The fire crackled one last time.
And outside, the ridge waited  no longer waiting for uncertain ground, but something rooted, patient, and ready to grow.

[bookmark: Chapter_27:_First_Rows]Chapter 27: First Rows
The ground was softer than she expected.

Winter had passed quietly, the way it often did here  not with snowdrifts or silence, but with wind that wore down the days and cold that hummed under every plank of the porch.

Now, the ridge smelled of newness  of turned earth, of saplings wrapped in burlap, of rain-soaked possibility.

Emma knelt in the dirt, sleeves rolled, fingers calloused from weeks of preparation. Beside her, Eli stood with a spade, steady as always, marking the next row with quiet precision.

They didn’t speak much. They didn’t need to.
Each hole dug was a declaration. Each tree placed was a chapter begun.

Ruth sat at the top of the rise, bundled in a blanket on the old folding chair, thermos in hand. She couldn’t help with planting anymore, but she watched with the proud distance of someone who had already done her growing.
From time to time, she’d call out a correction. “Closer to the edge, Emma  that one’s drifting.” Or,

“Tell him not to plant that peach tree so deep. They drown easy.”

Eli would tip his hat in reply without ever looking up.

Emma smiled through the dirt. “She’s got the eyes of a hawk.” “She’s got the memory of the land,” Eli replied.
By noon, they’d planted twelve saplings. Peach. Apricot. Plum.
They bent gently in the breeze, slender and fragile, but already certain in their direction.

Emma wiped sweat from her brows and looked across the rows. “I never thought this would feel… peaceful,” she said.
Eli passed her the canteen. “What’d you expect?”

“To feel like I was pretending. But it doesn’t. It feels like mine.” He nodded. “It is.”
A long pause.

Then she asked, quieter, “Is that scary to you?” “Only when I forget I’m not alone.”

She looked at him, really looked with the sun in his hair, dust on his boots, that steady calm that had once unsettled her and now kept her tethered.

“Me too.”

That evening, the three of them sat on the porch. Ruth with her blanket.
Eli with his hands still smudged from the ridge.

Emma with the notebook open on her lap  sketching, planning, dreaming in ink.

The orchard wasn’t finished. The ridge wasn’t full.
But it had begun. And so did she.

[bookmark: Epilogue_Part_I:_For_Luke]Epilogue Part I: For Luke
The letter was folded neatly between the pages of an old field journal entry, one of Luke’s, left on the top shelf of the barn office. Emma found it weeks after the first planting, when a late frost threatened the saplings and she went looking for notes on cold- weather grafting.

The page was different, thinner, more personal than the rest. Her name was at the top.
Not like the first letter.

This one wasn’t written to her. It was written about her.
She was always more like her mother than she wanted to admit
 stubborn, smart, and wild when the wind caught her just right. I made the land too heavy for her, I think. I wanted it to anchor her. Maybe all it did was bind.

If she ever comes back, I hope she finds it for herself. Not because it was mine. Because it was always meant to be hers.

I never said that. Not the way I should have. But maybe that’s what the trees will say when I’m gone. Maybe that’s what the orchard will whisper when she walks between the rows.

Emma sat in the loft long after the wind died down.

She didn’t cry.

She just breathed slowly, full.

Then she folded the page again and slipped it into her journal, beside her own notes. No longer her father’s words, or hers.

But something shared between them now. Something rooted.











[bookmark: Epilogue_Part_II:_For_Daniel]Epilogue Part II: For Daniel
The email came on Tuesday. Unread. Unanswered.

Subject Line: Just check in.

Emma stared at it over a mug of coffee, the orchard stretching golden beyond the kitchen window.

She didn’t open it. She didn’t need to.
She already knew what it would say.

That he hoped she was well. That the city was different without her. That maybe, someday, they could reconnect.
She clicked “Archive.” Not out of anger.
But because she wasn’t lost anymore.

Daniel belonged to the version of her that ran toward noise. Toward the next title, the next lighted window.

Now, she had land to walk. Roots to tend. A quiet that didn’t scare her anymore.

And someone who stood beside her, wordless and steady, asking nothing but the truth.

The orchard waited. The ridge held strong.
And when the dust finally settled, Emma was still standing — not because she returned.

But because she stayed.

[bookmark: Author’s_Note]Author’s Note
“Sometimes what you plant isn’t just for yourself. Sometimes it’s for the silence that comes after.”
— Luke Vance, field journal

When the Dust Settles began as a story about going home but it became something quieter and deeper: a story about staying, about rebuilding, and about choosing to stand still long enough to let something take root.

Emma’s journey is not dramatic in the traditional sense. Her battles are internal, her victories quiet. She doesn't save the world; she reclaims a small piece of it. And in doing so, she saves herself.

Luke was never the kind of father who knew how to say the right things, but he left behind a map not on paper, but in habits, tools, soil, silence. Ruth held the line when no one else could. And Eli… Eli showed us that strength often wears the softest expression — not forceful, not loud, just present.

This story is for anyone who has ever wondered if they waited too long to return.

It’s for those who left before they had to and for those who came back not because it was easy, but because it was time.

It’s for the quiet fighters. The orchard planters. The fence menders.

For those who learn, at last, that you don’t have to start big you just have to begin.

Thank you for walking this road with Emma.

May the dust settle kindly on all your growing things.

— Waynne Phillip
