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            I thought I had left it all behind—the scent of apples, the shadow of the mountain, the echo of his voice. But the heart is its own compass, and true north is always the place where your story began.


    


The car finally reaches the unpaved private road, the wipers sweeping away the last vestiges of the rain that greeted me at the bus station half an hour ago. Then, there's the arched entrance with two open wooden gates, and above that, the sign with fading white lettering—Bloms Orchard. 

Returning...  

Four years away, that seem like a century ago. At times I had an urge to come back. Still, on each occasion, I prevented myself. Maybe it was the hope, foolish as it seemed, that he’d come find me first. There were nights when I dreamt of it—his voice calling my name from the shadows outside. I’d rush to the door, my heart in my throat, only to see him vanish into the mist. I’d wake up then, hollow and trembling, the tears already on my cheeks.

The tyres crunching gravel, somehow sooth the emotions stirring inside me. A dull headache lingers, maybe from apprehension, from anticipation, or because of the wine I had during the bus stop.  I must not have drunk enough water,  and I am dehydrated...

Whichever, it sends prickles down the back of my neck, like a warning—or a promise. I’m anxious, this is a journey I didn’t plan. Fate had. I could have said no, yet,  something strong made me accept the challenge. It's as if I had to go through a test, not hoping for approval, but to review the facts, the feelings and fill in the emotional gaps...

The grand house is in full view, nestled amidst trees—a stately structure of honey-coloured bricks, its surface kissed by age, some of the tall, white windows, partially cloaked in trailing ivy, and its charcoal hue roof, crowned by a chimney at rest.  

The driver stops. As I exit the car, I take a deep breath, inhaling the familiar scents of the orchard and its surroundings. A plethora of fragrances fills the crisp air—sweet, tangy, woody, blossom-like, earthy, evergreen. It's late afternoon and there's a flock of birds chirping, as if they're welcoming me. They fly in different directions under a bluish-grey sky clouding over, slowly turning to graphite.

In the big city, it's not common to find them, except in the park, but seeing them like this, in full harmony with nature gives me a sense of freedom...

I missed this place so much... 

It's surreal how it feels like only yesterday when I moved away. The irony isn’t lost on me—the very reason I left is now the force drawing me back.

Here I am, at the place where it all began...

I’m absorbed looking around. No changes...

To one side of the driveway stands a large, antiquated windvane perched atop a weathered barn, creaking softly as it shifts with the gentle breeze. Near it, a stone well, overgrown with moss and surrounded by wildflowers.

A few steps away, the small delivery lorry, and the old station wagon, sit parked under a wooden awning, both speckled with fallen autumn leaves.

The black jeep is missing...  

The front garden is an organic paradise. A burst of crimson, yellow, white, and pink flowers spilling over the edges of the plant beds and lining the stone path leading to the porch, flanked by two sconces at the entrance.

Then, my gaze is drawn to the deep-green front door, there stands Florence.  

She smiles warmly as I approach the porch. ‘Adriel! I’m glad you’re here. Thanks for coming...’

She has aged, her shoulder-length wavy hair has turned totally grey, but even in her seventies, she still has timeless beauty... Her green eyes are saddened, but they shine with affection when they set on me. The eyes that I suspect have the ability to see through a person, reaching their deepest guarded secrets...

She looks tired, and she has every reason to be...

Nevertheless, the elegant way of behaving and dressing remains, without ever being pretentious.

I could have visited all those years ago, but I didn't want to face my past—him...

I have the impression she has always known...

For a while, I would call her and make empty promises about visiting, but eventually, I felt bad about lying and it overwhelmed me, so I stopped calling. 

‘How are you, Florence?’

She rolls her eyes, smiling faintly. ‘I’m getting by as best I can, despite everything. you know... How was your trip?’

‘Apart the bus being almost an hour late, it was fine...’

‘What happened?’

‘A flat tyre.’

We hug, and I know that there is a genuine and sincere feeling between the two of us. She kisses my forehead like Mum used to and pulls back slightly. ‘Ah, you're all wet...’

‘It was pouring from the bus to the taxi.’

‘Wow, what a pain! Well, the important thing is that you arrived safely. She pauses, looks at me kindly. ‘You've lost weight...’

‘It's my intense routine...’

‘I know what it's like... and she gives me a wistful smile. ‘I've missed you, Adriel...’

‘Me too...’ My throat tightens, and tears overflow...

I retrieve my belongings which the driver had left on the porch and follow her down the hallway, immediately struck by an eerie glitch in time, as if I’m a child again about to see Mum walking around...

‘I'll show you the room where you can put your things.’

Florence swings open the third door on the left. 

This is the very room where I stayed for a few days before my departure, with its old and heavy furniture—a desk, the dresser opposite the wardrobe, two padded armchairs. What smells new is the beautiful quilt, featuring bold, star-shaped motifs on the double bed occupying the room’s centre, and the sooth blue shade on the walls.

Everything seems so fresh, so clean; the room is meticulous kept and there is a pleasant aroma filling the air. 

Before I can ask anything, she says again, ‘I'm glad you're here...’ I have the slight impression that at some point, she doubted that I would come, or the delay in my journey made her think so...

‘I'll call the hospital to confirm that you've arrived, and they'll probably release Jonathan tomorrow.’

‘Oh, alright—’

‘You can have some Time to rest...’

‘A night’s sleep will help for sure...’

‘I think will have something to eat around six-thirty. We can chat more at the table...’

‘Thank you, Florence. I’ll have a shower and be with you very soon...’

‘Make yourself at home...’ She strokes my arm lightly, as if to reassure me.

Her smile had dissolved into a sad expression, making me feel a bit uneasy. She leaves...

After more than six hours of travel, I'm feeling weary, I catch a glimpse of myself in the wall mirror—my face shows signs of fatigue as well as my clothes, still a bit damp.

First, I need to take a painkiller to get rid of this annoying headache once and for all. I notice the clock on the bedside table—I have a little time to relax and ease the tension in my body.
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Shortly after, I find Florence in the kitchen, sitting with a cup in her hand and a teapot on the table, steam rising from its spout beside a loaf of bread.

‘Oh, I’m having some tea to help my digestion. Would you like some?’

‘Yes, thank you.’ 

Florence quietly fills a cup, sliding it over to me.

The room is warm, the soft glow of the overhead lights revealing the bronze patina on the cabinets. The air is filled with the aroma of her homemade food on the old cast-iron stove. Above it is the large window revealing the dark outlines of the orchard outside...

Memories flood my mind—Jonathan’s friends gathered at this sturdy oak table, munching on snacks—cake, biscuits, and drinking juice. The commotion of watching a film and the mess of popcorn afterwards. Usually, I was invited to join them, but not always did I accept...

Even though no-one would care that the housekeeper was my mum, I would sometimes feel embarrassed when she served them...

I’m sorry, Mum. You were always so kind. Everyone in this house loved you and treated you like part of their family—Florence, Jonathan’s parents. So, I don’t know why I felt like that. Perhaps it was because I could see a hint of sadness in your eyes, an unspoken pain that made you so grateful when they supported you. As a single mum, all you could give back was to repay their generosity.

‘Adriel, are you alright? I was saying... about the accident...’

‘Sorry, I was distracted by my thoughts...’

‘Oh, I can see that.’

‘What are you saying?’  

‘I called the hospital while you were in the shower...’

‘Will be he out tomorrow?’

‘I think so. All that’s left is for the doctor to check on him in the morning
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