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Chapter One: The Day Begins Without Permission
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The morning light didn’t ask before slipping under the curtain’s edge. Sylvia blinked against it, her breath still shallow from sleep, already aware of the shape of the day pressing forward. It wasn’t unwelcome, but it wasn’t invited either. Just something she’d have to let in. This lack of control over the day’s beginning was a recurring theme in her life, a reminder of the unpredictability she had to navigate. It simply arrived, cool, indifferent, and pale, like everything else that belonged to this quiet land.

A breeze moved through the barely cracked window, rustling the corner of a worn quilt, tickling the air with the scent of sun-warmed hay.

Sylvia Thatch blinked once. Then again. There was no dream to escape from, no comfort to linger in. She lay very still, spine flat against the mattress, eyes tracing the ceiling’s wood-grain pattern like it might offer an answer she hadn’t thought to ask yet.

The house didn’t creak. It never did. Her grandfather had kept the floors tight, the nails clean, the bones of the place honest. If something groaned now, it wasn’t the house; it was her.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed with the practiced calm of someone too tired to fear the start of a new day. Her feet found the cold floorboards. Her hands went first to the nightstand drawer, sliding it open, pressing her fingertips to the leather spine of her journal, then closing it again without removing it. That would come later.

She rose and moved toward the vanity. The mirror didn’t surprise her anymore. She no longer flinched at the ghost of a woman with blue-gray eyes and waist-length, strawberry-blonde hair falling down one shoulder. The girl she’d once been, the one with laughter in her mouth and freckles on her shoulders, was gone. This one brushed her hair silently.

In the bathroom, water ran from the tap, and steam curled around her jawline. She washed her face methodically, dried it with the towel folded just so, and brushed her teeth for exactly two minutes. Not more. Not less. Routine was control. Control was everything. Even later, when the light changed and the shadows crawled across the floorboards, she clung to that rhythm like a thread through the dusk. Dinner at six. Dishes at seven. The same page turned twice in the same chair. It wasn’t just a habit; it was a defense.

She hesitated briefly at the door, then checked the bolt a second time, thumb brushing over the latch with a pressure she didn’t notice, just in case.

When she stepped into the kitchen, the cappuccino machine was already humming before her bare feet touched the rug. She always started it before letting Hitch out. Her grandfather used to say the machine was temperamental, but it had never failed her. It hissed, sputtered, and filled the room with a scent that curled down into her lungs like something sacred.

She opened the back door. Hitch, her loyal companion, leapt down the steps, glancing back at her once before setting off, as if sensing the tension, she didn’t speak aloud, tail high, black fur catching the morning light. He didn’t bark. He never did. Just trotted the perimeter, checking the fence lines like he always did, nose low, ears up. His silent companionship was a comfort to Sylvia, a constant in her otherwise unpredictable world.

She poured the coffee into her favorite chipped mug. One of the blue ones with the tiny hairline crack inside the glaze. It reminded her of herself. Still holding.

Outside, the ranch waited, its usual silence bringing a sense of peace. The horses hadn’t stirred yet. Myst would be up first. Sylvia took her coffee out to the porch. She sat on the swing, her connection to the land and animals bringing a sense of tranquility and harmony.

The sky was soft. Spring-soft. Like someone had taken a wet cloth to winter’s mess and was wiping it clean, a sight that brought a sense of renewal. A bird called once, sharp and quick. Hitch came back to sit by her feet, panting lightly.

She whispered nothing. Not because there was nothing to say, but because saying it might wake something up.

The day had begun. And she hadn’t run. She stood her ground, a testament to her unwavering resilience, a quality that inspired those around her.

It was nearly evening.

And she hadn’t run.

She moved slowly through the kitchen, gathering the dinner things with the same care she gave to the saddles and gate latches. Routine steadied her. She boiled water in a dented steel pot and dropped in a handful of farfalle pasta, stirring only when the bubbles rose to the surface. A garlic clove, crushed, sizzled in olive oil in a pan beside it, filling the small kitchen with a scent that hovered warmly beneath the rafters. Chopped tomatoes, wilted spinach, and a final dusting of pepper were added to the mix.

She stirred the pasta again, even though it didn’t need it. Her eyes flicked once toward the front door. Just muscle memory.

Hitch lay just inside the door, paws crossed. She scraped bits of spinach and pasta into his bowl, added a splash of bone broth from the fridge, and placed it gently beside him. He didn’t move until she stepped back.

She ate her dinner at the nook, knees drawn slightly in. The fork clinked against ceramic, and the sauce cooled too quickly. She didn’t mind. Out the window, the shadows lengthened across the pasture. Bellamy rolled in the dust, stirring gold into the air, and Rook stood near the fence like he always did when the sky blushed.

After washing the dishes and wiping the counters twice, once with soap and once with vinegar, she lit the oil lamp on the kitchen table and sat down with her journal.

April 3.

The garden feels like it remembers me today. It calmed me more than I expected, like it was steadying me instead of the other way around. The mint responded when I brushed it. Maybe that isn’t very smart. But it did.. The mint responded when I brushed it. Maybe that isn’t very smart. But it did.*

Myst was restless this morning. Not scared, just alert. Her eyes kept tracking the wind like it whispered something I couldn’t hear. Nothing looked off. But I trust her more than I trust the sky.

Myst was like me. Startled by stillness more than sound.

I worked the tomato rows and kept my hands steady even when I thought about him. Not just what he did. What he said. What I still sometimes hear is if the birds go quiet for too long. Her internal struggle was palpable, evoking a sense of empathy and understanding.

The kettle hissed, and this time, it didn’t scare me. Hitch didn’t bark at anything. No phone calls. No strange trucks. No shadows that didn’t belong.

It’s spring now. I felt it today. In the way the soil gave under my boots. In the way the breeze carried warmth without promise. Like it wasn’t trying to comfort me. Just... existing. That’s enough.

I didn’t cry. I didn’t run.

I fed the horses. I made coffee. I tied up the vines. I breathed.

Nothing reached inside me today.

Sylvia.

She closed the journal and placed it gently back into the drawer beneath the nook bench. The lamp flickered slightly when she stood. She didn’t turn it off just yet. In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth again. Washed her face. Combed through her hair with the wide wooden brush that once belonged to her mother.

In the bedroom, the sheets were cool. She slipped under them slowly, breath steady, pulse even. Hitch curled beside the bed, a low rumble in his chest as he settled.

She stared at the ceiling. Listened to the wind in the eaves. Let the silence stretch without testing it.

Her body curled in gently. Her mind stayed soft.

And in the house her grandfather built, under the watch of her dog and the hush of spring, Sylvia Thatch fell asleep to the faint scent of warm rosemary drifting from the kitchen and the whisper of breeze through the screen door.

And she hadn’t run.
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Chapter Two: The Stranger by the Fence
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The hush of dawn came again, but this time, Sylvia sensed it before she opened her eyes, as though the stillness had settled inside her ribs before touching the earth outside. The light under the curtains hadn’t changed, and Hitch hadn’t stirred yet, but something was different. Not wrong. Not right either. Just... altered.

She sat up slower than usual. The rhythm of yesterday tugged at her limbs, but today, she resisted. The air was warmer. A bird called too soon, too sharply. When her feet touched the floor, the boards didn’t greet her the same way.

She went through the same motions, face washed, teeth brushed, hair combed, but each step felt like she was testing it for the first time. The cappuccino machine still hissed to life, and Hitch still leapt out the door with his usual vigilance. The steam curled quietly, not startling her. It was one of the few sounds that comforted. Despite the altered morning, Sylvia maintained her inner calm, a testament to her resilience and strength.

But when she stepped onto the porch with her chipped blue mug, Hitch didn’t return right away. That’s when she saw him. A stranger. A man. Standing on the other side of the fence. Near the far paddock. Just far enough to be polite. Just close enough to be noticed. Her heart quickened, and she felt a surge of caution.

A man.

Standing on the other side of the fence. Near the far paddock. Just far enough to be polite. Just close enough to be noticed.

He didn’t move. Didn’t call out. Just waited, hands in his coat pockets, chin tipped slightly toward the house, as if unsure if now was the right time to exist. Sylvia noticed the way the early light struck the tips of his boots, and how her own breath caught just enough to make her chest tighten, not from fear, but from the ache of being seen and not pursued.

She ran a hand down her side, grounding herself against the sudden hum under her skin.

Sylvia didn’t move either.

The coffee cooled in her hand.

She narrowed her eyes against the brightness and stepped down onto the porch’s top stair. She didn’t wave. Didn’t speak. But Hitch circled behind the stranger and let out a low huff, no growl, just a sound that said, “I see you.”

The man lifted one hand slightly, not waving, more like offering proof he meant no harm.

“I was told the place might be looking for hands,” the man said.

His voice was calm. Not eager. Not rehearsed.

“I’m good with fences. Horses, too,” the man said.

Sylvia didn’t answer.

“I can be gone by noon if you don’t like my face,” the man said.

That almost made her smile.

Almost.

She glanced at Hitch. He hadn’t moved. That was something.

“You got a name?” Sylvia asked.

“Cain. Darrian Cain,” Darrian said.

She didn’t offer hers.

He nodded, like that made sense to him.

She pointed toward the barn with her mug.

“You can clean stalls. Feed the roans. If Myst doesn’t kick you, you can stay,” Sylvia said.

Darrian’s mouth twitched once, then settled back into its calm.

“I’ve been kicked before,” Darrian said.

He crossed the fence without using the gate. Moved like someone used to respecting ground that wasn’t his.

Hitch followed.

Sylvia watched until both disappeared into the barn.

She didn’t finish her coffee. Just set the mug on the porch railing and sat back down.

And breathed.

The morning moved differently with another body on the land. She heard the scrape of a shovel. The thump of hay. The soft, low murmur of someone who talked to horses but not to people. Myst didn’t scream. That was a good sign.

She finished her breakfast in the kitchen, which consisted of scrambled eggs with goat cheese, buttered toast edge to edge, and kept one ear tuned to the open window. No crashes. No shouts.

In the sink, she scrubbed with more force than usual. The sponge caught on the edge of a pan and tore slightly. She didn’t replace it. Let the edges fray.

Outside, she crossed the yard without calling for Hitch. He was already near the water trough, panting. Watching. Sylvia let her hand brush the fence rail. It felt the same.

Darrian was carrying a bucket of oats like it weighed nothing. He didn’t whistle. Didn’t hum. Just moved from stall to stall with methodical care. When he saw her, he didn’t stop working.

“You can do the west gate when you’re done,” Sylvia said.

He nodded.

No questions.

No assumptions.

She didn’t say thank you.

He didn’t ask her name.

That, more than anything, let her stay steady.

She retreated to the garden. The chives needed cutting, and the oregano had sprawled sideways from last night’s wind. She trimmed the mint back into its shape and rubbed a bit between her fingers to wake the scent. Basil needed pinching. Thyme was dry but stubborn.

The rows felt quieter today. But not lonely.

Her vegetable beds had sprouted fast. Lettuce stood tall and green; radishes popped red from the dirt. She knelt to check the cucumbers and pulled one too early. It crunched in her hand. The taste was sharp, but clean. Potatoes were still under.

Carrots whispered of being ready. She let them wait.

Back inside, she made lunch.

Two sandwiches, peanut butter, pickles, and cheddar. One for her, one placed beside a glass of water on the edge of the porch railing. She didn’t check if he had taken it. But the plate was gone by the time she came back out.

The tools he used were cleaned and returned to the wall without a word.

That, too, was noticed.

Dinner came quietly. She didn’t look for him. But she caught a glimpse of him near the old pump, rinsing his hands. The motion was slow. Respectful. He didn’t knock. Didn’t cross the porch again. He knew the line. And in that unspoken understanding, a sense of peaceful coexistence settled over the land. His respectful behavior brought a sense of relief and respect for him.

Sylvia peeled potatoes in silence, the soft scrape of the blade pulling her back to a time when her grandmother hummed in the same kitchen, sunlight catching on steel and sorrow held at bay by routine. Sliced carrots with precision. She roasted both with rosemary from the drying rack above the stove, added salt, olive oil, and half a red onion. The skillet hissed without drama. A small steak from the freezer joined the heat. She watched the pink fade to brown and didn’t flinch.

Hitch lay curled near the pantry, eyes following every move. She placed a bit of meat into his bowl alongside steamed greens and cooled broth. He ate only when she stepped away.

Her own meal tasted warm but distant. She didn’t light the radio. The evening was too loud.

The light faded slowly. And with it, the tightness in her shoulders.

She washed dishes without checking the window. No shadows. No headlights. No one is watching. She believed that now.

In the nook, she opened her journal beneath the glow of the oil lamp.

April 14.

Someone stood by the fence today. A man. Didn’t raise his voice. Didn’t smile too fast. Just waited.

He said his name is Darrian. I let him feed the cows. Myst didn’t kick him.

He hasn’t asked me anything. That’s more than I can say for most people.

The garden felt settled. Not warm exactly. Just... quieter. I think I noticed the shift, too.

Lunch disappeared off the porch, and the plate came back clean.

I kept breathing.

That’s what matters.

Sylvia.

She closed the journal. Blew out the lamp. Washed her face. Brushed her hair more slowly tonight.

In the bedroom, the covers felt softer. She slid beneath them and let her body curl in on itself.

Outside, a man who didn’t ask questions had cleaned her barn.

Inside, she didn’t run.

And Hitch didn’t bark.

Not once.

She fell asleep with the porch light still glowing.

She didn’t turn it off.
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Chapter Three: Early Weight
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The porch light had stayed on all night. Not from forgetfulness. From permission.

Unlike before, the morning didn’t startle her awake; it arrived with a gentle touch, as if to check if she had reconsidered. Sylvia rose from the bed, which had cradled her all night without a single jolt.

That was new.

The air carried the scent of impending rain, but it was not heavy. The clouds hung low, not with weight, but with anticipation. Sylvia, standing by the window, observed the sky, the yard, and the barn roof, where a small bird pecked at the gutter line. She couldn’t see him, but she could picture Darrian, already up and about.

She washed her face with cool water from the porcelain basin, the gentle touch of the water soothing her skin. Brushed her teeth, rinsed with mint and salt. Brushed her hair straight down her back in long, deliberate strokes. She hadn’t dreamed, not even in pieces.

In the kitchen, the cappuccino machine blinked its green light. She pressed the switch and waited for the comforting hiss. The foam curled exactly right this morning, with no sputter or pause. She spooned it into her cup as if it were a ceremony.

Hitch paced once behind her before sitting near the door. His tail thumped once.

“Okay,” Sylvia said.

He rose with purpose.

She opened the door, and he moved through it, not in a rush, but with intent.

The porch was cool beneath her bare feet. She tucked one under her leg on the swing and watched the yard. Nothing had moved yet.

Then the barn door creaked open.

Darrian stepped out with a bucket, sleeves rolled up, his posture already shaped by labor. He didn’t look at the house. Just walked toward the gate, where he poured the contents into the trough. A single horse wandered near, nickered once, then resumed chewing.

Sylvia sipped.

The coffee didn’t shake in her hand.

The familiar routine settled back, but this time, it was draped in a different cloak, one of tranquility and acceptance.

She rose without rushing. Carried her cup to the sink. Washed it with gentle swirls and set it upside down to dry.

Then she stepped into her boots and tied them tightly. The laces wrapped twice around her ankles. A small ritual, but one that held her grounded.

Outside, the breeze had changed. It didn’t whip. It nudged.

Hitch joined her halfway to the barn.

Darrian didn’t look up when she approached. He was checking the latch on the side stall, testing it twice before moving on.

“You do the rounds?” Sylvia asked.

“Fed and watered,” Darrian said.

“Hooves?” Sylvia asked.

“Filed Myst’s. The others are next,” Darrian said.

“Didn’t spook?” Sylvia asked.

“She thought about it,” Darrian said.

That was enough.

Sylvia moved past him toward the feed bin. She measured oats and scattered them into the smaller buckets. Her hands didn’t tremble today. She worked beside him, not behind him.

When she turned, he was brushing down Sage, the palomino. His hand moved in slow, unbothered circles. He didn’t speak again.

She didn’t either.

But neither left.

By midday, the clouds had thickened. A single drop hit her shoulder and rolled down her arm like a slow decision.

She turned her attention to the vegetable garden. The earth was soft from earlier mist, pliant beneath her boots. She stepped into the rows and knelt between the lettuce and the cucumbers.

The radishes had pushed higher than expected. She tugged one, examined the skin for blemishes, and set it aside. Then another. She lined them up with precision on the garden bench. Each one an offering.

She clipped basil and cradled the stems in her palm. The scent was sharp, awakening. She pinched a sprig of thyme and tucked it behind her ear. Her fingers smelled of herb and earth.

Hitch patrolled the edges of the plot. He didn’t bark. Just stayed near.

Inside, she rinsed vegetables in a colander. Sliced cucumber thin. Tossed lettuce with a drizzle of lemon and cracked pepper. Toasted two pieces of bread and cut cheese from a fresh block. Lunch became a still life, green, gold, and white.

She placed a second plate outside again. This time, she added a folded napkin.

She didn’t wait to see if he came for it.

Instead, she sat in the kitchen nook and ate slowly. Her mind lingered on the way Myst hadn’t kicked. On how she hadn’t flinched when he spoke.

When she collected the plate an hour later, it was empty. Napkin refolded. Glass rinsed and left upside down.

He’d known where the spigot was.

And hadn’t overstepped.

The weight of that sank deep and settled.

Dinner was quieter than usual, not in volume, but in thought. She peeled potatoes with an exacting rhythm. Cubed them evenly. Boiled until soft. Mashed them with warm milk and salted butter. The smell settled into her sleeves.

She roasted the carrots in the oven until the edges darkened, turned them once, and sprinkled dried rosemary over the top. It clung to the orange like dust to a boot.

Steak, rare, sliced thin. She laid everything out neatly on a plate. A second plate went to the porch again. She didn’t add a note. Didn’t need to.

She watched the light dim from the window above the sink.

Hitch circled her once before curling in front of the pantry. A gentle thump of his tail tapped the floorboard.

The plate was returned without sound.

The Glass, again, upside down.

She lit the oil lamp and brought her journal to the kitchen nook.

May 5.

The garden gave me radishes and basil today. The thyme is strong. The earth let me in without resistance.

He worked in the barn without making a sound. Myst didn’t spook. Sage leaned into the brush.

He accepted the food she












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“She Didt R Tis Time

“"ATHINIA TANDINO |





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





