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      It wasn’t even nine o’clock in the morning, and already that cold stone had planted itself deep inside Lacey’s stomach, the one she’d never been able to name, the one that cast a dark cloud over whatever remained of her day.

      It was anger, and pain, and hopelessness—but mostly it was dread.

      They’d had another rough drop off. For reasons she could not explain, Caleb had developed debilitating anxiety about being in the car. It didn’t help that they were new in town and that he was adjusting to a new school. Autistic and non-verbal, eight-year-old Caleb was unable to communicate what was bothering him, and it broke Lacey’s heart. She would have done anything, anything at all, to ease his pain. But she didn’t know who to turn to for guidance. His teachers had attempted to introduce a communication device, but it had seemed to heighten his anxiety further. They seemed nice enough, but at a loss; and despite what Lacey believed was their good intention, she’d become adept at sensing people’s frustration and judgment. And her suspicion that he was viewed as a trouble to them made her resentful. Didn’t her son have a right to an education? Shouldn’t he be accepted, like everybody else? Shouldn’t differences be celebrated? Shouldn’t all children be loved for who they are?

      Whatever they were doing in school simply wasn’t working. She could tell he wasn’t happy. She’d been trying to secure the right services for him, but the process was slow, and she was cautious about who she trusted with her son. She had to find the right balance. And what she saw as her failure to provide what he needed ate fiercely inside her soul. Now that Ryan had left, Caleb’s wellbeing rested solely on her shoulders—not that Ryan had taken much responsibility before. She’d thought moving up here would represent a fresh start, but their problems had seemed to follow them from New Hampshire. Caleb needed her more than ever. He needed her to make good decisions, and she was beginning to doubt she could do it. What kind of mother couldn’t provide for her son? What kind of mother couldn’t help?

      She’d let herself sit in the parking lot of the elementary school for a good ten minutes, indulging in a violent but cathartic sob; now she was barreling down the long, lonely rural Maine road, back toward home, wiping her eyes on her sleeve so as to better anticipate the many twists and curves. Most days since moving to this small isle three months ago she’d been able to appreciate its beauty, and it was indeed quite beautiful; it was lush with thick forests that at this time of year were snowy and sparkling, the tall trees like ballerinas with extended white gloved hands and laced tutus.

      It was magical, really, if you had an eye for such a thing, which Lacey did; but there was nothing magical about this day—nothing, it seemed, except her resolve to get through it.

      She slowed, sighing, as a construction worker appeared at a fork in the road, pointing to the left. The right, her usual path, was blocked by heavy machinery; looking more closely, Lacey saw that a particularly large tree—now looking considerably less magical—had fallen, limbs crushed like those of an injured dancer. It would likely be cut into firewood, now, burned to cinders to provide warmth for someone else.

      You and me both, thought Lacey, casting the tree a quick salute before veering to the left.

      She’d never taken the road to the left before, and she punched “home” into her GPS. Her usual route hugged rich, rolling farmland, the crops rising proudly toward the open sky under the watchful eyes of the ancient mountains, which presented as cold purple shadows in the background. It was, admittedly, a gorgeous view, and more than once Lacey had pulled over to the side of the road in an indulgent moment of peaceful enjoyment. It was easy to do that here, to pull over, to indulge; it was a quiet, isolated place, and it was rare she passed even a single car on her commutes to and from Caleb’s school.

      The route to the left, on the other hand, cut through the forest, and rather than golden sunshine she found herself encased in the cool green glow of woodland trees. The sun’s rays did not pour through her windshield here but rather danced as jaunty shadows as it filtered through the leaf-heavy branches above. Though the glimmering warmth of the right-hand route cheered her, the more somber beauty of the left-hand route better matched her mood. As she made her way through the woods, her mind fell adrift. She let the thoughts flood her, the ones she worked so hard to keep at bay.

      I don’t want him to be so stressed.

      I wish he could tell me what’s bothering him.

      I am not strong enough to handle this.

      When I am gone, he will be alone.

      It was the last one that always hit the hardest. Worse than the fact that the system was not built for people like Caleb, worse than her own feelings of inadequacy—the worry over what would happen to Caleb long-term made her stomach feel like a bottomless abyss filled with bile. It was this worry that gave her panic attacks, deep into the night when Caleb was sleeping, while she sat crouched in the corner of her bedroom, breathing in as deeply as she could while never seeming to get enough air to fill her lungs.

      Lacey wiped a few tears as they fell down her cheeks, wetting the sides of her face and the tips of her chin-length sable hair. She inhaled shakily, the fear now dulling into sadness.

      She hadn’t passed any other structures in some time. As she rounded a corner, she was surprised to see two large Victorian houses, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. They were lovely, if not a little weather-worn, one more so than the other; they were the kind of Victorian houses with secret nooks and crannies, large windows and curved turrets, and wide front porches with spindled railings.

      The second house, which clearly had been renovated more recently than the first, boasted a big barn that had a wooden sign out front.

      Goddess in the Garden.

      And beneath that,

      Open. Follow the arrow to park. ↰

      Lacey slowed until she was stopped. The words on the sign were intriguing, written in gold script, and mysterious. She bit her lip with thought. It had been another one of those mornings when the world seemed to crash around her, reminding her of her demons and of the echoes of her past. She was in the mood for something out of the ordinary. Whatever this place was, it was open, but what was it? She decided she wanted to know.

      She drove a few feet forward and, as the arrow suggested, pulled onto a grassy path on the other side of the house. It led to a small makeshift parking lot where a handful of cars were lined up in the snowy grass. A few people were just leaving or just ahead of her on arriving, and she waited patiently as they hurried along with polite nods at each other and at her. A little ahead of her, behind the house, she observed a large garden. She parked, emerged from the car, and walked further back to get a closer look at the garden before venturing to the front door.

      Her brow rose with surprise. The garden was much larger than she had thought, and divided into neat quadrants, some kind of bush with monstrously wide leaves resting in the center. Most surprising was that it was in bloom: flowers of red, yellow, and purple burst from their leafy fronds, brightly colored berries hanging from their branches. Lacey was no gardener, but she knew enough to wonder at the life coursing through this garden in the dead of winter. It was beautiful, a bit strange—and she smiled in spite of herself, pleased with this interesting distraction in her day.

      She turned and headed back around to the front of the house, a light layer of snow crunching under her boots. The air had turned from cold to frigid, the way it does only before new snowfall arrives. As she passed the house and turned the corner toward the barn, a few tentative snowflakes drifted onto her coat and into her hair, the first sentries of the heavier armies to come.

      The barn sat before the house and was decorated with white lights; they carefully stretched along the trim and hung in airy strands along the main wall. Lacey couldn’t help but feel a little charmed. A woman was emerging from inside just as she approached the wide wooden door, and held it for Lacey with a smile. Lacey thanked her and stepped forward, enjoying a flutter of anticipation of what she might find inside. She crossed over the threshold and gasped, her eyes widening as she absorbed the scene before her.

      The barn was spacious and clean, with wide floorboards beneath her feet and a high-pitched ceiling supported by wooden rafters—but it was the lights that truly caught the eye. All around her, delicate fairy lights cast a radiant white glow in the darkness—they hung from the rafters and from mantels, they were wrapped around tables, they slinked up the moldings and around doorways. They were curled in spirals on bookshelves and in baskets; they formed elegant designs on the walls. Around the barn, a handful of people perused the contents, picking up objects to get a closer look at the labels, or placing them gently into their baskets. The scene exuded a feeling of calm, almost of contemplation; the quiet hum of light conversation was mesmerizing as it echoed in the lofty open space. Lacey looked about her with wonder and awe, feeling momentarily transported, her worries instantaneously forgotten.

      She held the door for a man on his way out, responding to his thanks almost mindlessly. The door closed behind her, and a little bell tinkled. At the sound, a woman spoke to her from behind the register, a heavy antique of dark mahogany wood.

      “Hello there,” she said, momentarily glancing away from her customer to smile at her. “How are you?”

      “I’m good.” Lacey’s voice was quiet in her own ears. She blinked and turned to the woman. “How are you?”

      “I’m great.” The woman carefully placed some items in a blue paper shopping bag and smiled more widely. “Have you been here before?”

      “No.” Lacey was looking around again, for the first time noticing the array of products displayed on the tables and shelves. They appeared to be—was it lotion? Candles? What on Earth?

      “Well, welcome to The Goddess. I’ll be right with you.”

      As the woman returned her attention to her customer, Lacey continued looking about. There were jars, hundreds of them, arranged in precarious towers and neat, even lines. She was surprised by the variety of colors—pinks in a variety of shades, yellows, even greens. She took a step or two toward the table closest to her, and read a sign in elegant gold script.

      “Hollywot.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. She’d never seen this word before.

      “That’s a new batch,” said the woman, wishing her customer a good day, then stepping out from behind the register. She was pretty, about middle aged, with rosy porcelain skin, shoulder-length chestnut hair, and round green eyes. She wore a grey crossover wrap and a white turtleneck beneath; she stepped from around the counter, revealing dark jeans and tall black boots. It was a
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