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For Kimmy, in my stories as in my heart, you will live forever.
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  The Lore of St. Stephenshire

A Note from the Author



When I was writing The Town of Perpetual Autumn, I had every intention of making it a standalone debut novel. But as I got to know the characters and wrote more about the town; I felt it a lost opportunity not to expound on the town’s lore and the characters within it. That’s how The Perpetual Autumn Series came into being: a duology of cozy vibes, found family, character growth peppered with deep Filipino roots, a bit of magic, aching love, and of course, cats.
Speaking of cats, those who purchased the initial 500 copies of my first book will find that I fixed Kimmy the cat’s age for continuity in this book. Kimmy is supposed to be age ten in The Town of Perpetual Autumn, not thirteen, and since this book picks up months after the final chapter of Book 1, we’ll see her, really thirteen, this time. So, if you own one of the first 500 copies, congratulations, you have yourself a gem.
You can read this book separately from The Town of Perpetual Autumn, so you are welcome to jump into Love in Hallowed Spaces today if you prefer. To get to know Sal better as the main character, read the first book to learn about her past with Claire, her move to St. Stephenshire, and how she met Rafa and Willow.
It’s been such an amazing experience writing a duology, and I can’t wait for you to meet the characters all over again and the conclusion to their story. I hope you have the coziest, most heartfelt time reading this work of love.
PS: For anyone who needs content warnings, you can find them after the Acknowledgments section








  
  Epigraph


Three old witches, one, two, three,

Lived by the lake and the old oak tree.

They stitched their cloaks out of autumn air,

And whispered spells they’d never share.



The townsfolk stomped with shouts and sighs,

Shaking fists at the darkening skies.

So the witches tiptoed, soft and slow,

Into the dark woods they would go.



Down came autumn, gold and brown.

A leafy blanket over the town.

The sky stayed purple; the wind stayed low.

Their footsteps muffled; where did they go?



If witches passed, no one could tell.

Just leaves and chill and chimney smell.

So if fall lingers longer and nights feel calmer,



Keep your children close, and hear my plea:

They’re still hiding, one, two, three.










  
  Prologue


St. Stephenshire at dawn reminded him of cool autumn mornings in Korea with his mother. The stillness at this hour felt baked into the town’s routine, as though there was a required sort of reverence before starting the day as the streetlights lining the cobblestone paths warmed its silent walkways. 
Willow’s Web sat at one street corner, warmly lit, its wooden façade and clear glass windows openly welcoming any who came near. It looked exactly as the official town map had pictured it online. Moments later, he found himself inside.
“Good morning, sir. What can I get you?” she said, smiling with her dark eyes that had bursts of scattered freckles surrounding them.
“Good morning,” he responded with a nod, and then gazed at the large overhead menu written in chalk behind her. “I’ll have the Three Witches’ brew. Medium and extra hot,” he said, clearing his throat. It was emphasized as one of their local delicacies with a star marked on top of the menu item. “Please add a shot of espresso,” he added. Early mornings called for a strong cup of coffee.
She nodded and punched his order into the cash register. As she did this, he gazed around the bohemian-style café, and his eyes rested on the framed pictures and articles lining the walls. “Do you want anything else, sir?” she asked.
His attention shifted to her and a bunch of flyers displayed just beside the cash register. “I’m actually here for this,” he said, grabbing a copy of the flyer with the title Art Cards from Nowhere Exhibit. “Could you point me to the Town of Perpetual Autumn Center?”
The woman’s brows raised and her expression brightened. “Oh, we just call it Autumn Town now. You can find the directions there, but the exhibit is not until a few days.”
He nodded. That he already knew. “I’ll just have my order then, please.” He eyed her name tag, which was barely readable underneath her massive red curls. Willow, he read. Willow of Willow’s Web? She must be the owner.
Willow returned his card and asked, “One hot, medium, Three Witches Brew’ with an extra shot of espresso, to go?”
“To go.”
She took a paper cup. “For whom?”
“Harmon,” he said.
She scribbled his name on the cup as she busied herself behind the counter and assured him his order would be ready in a few minutes. Harmon went straight to the pictures and framed articles hanging on the walls, hands in his pockets. He saw a photograph of three smiling faces in front of a construction site with a date scribbled on the bottom; it was taken three years ago. A person in the photo was the lady from the cash register named Willow; the other was a man in plaid, and between them was a petite woman with dark hair, a small face, and a pretty smile. He moved on from the photo, sauntering at a slow pace. St. Stephenshire was known around this part of Oregon to be blanketed in never-ending fall. At first, Harmon thought it was a marketing stunt. If there was ever a reason for it, it must be because the trees were of a rare kind, or because the mountains surrounding the town drafted cool wind all year long. There must be a scientific explanation.
But when he arrived in the middle of summer, he realized he was wrong. The Town was as the local travel guides depicted, a place steeped in the magic of eternal fall. It sounded far-fetched, but what else could explain the unexplainable except for the unknown?
He stopped at an old, yellowed snippet from a local magazine he hadn’t seen before—The Three Witches of St. Stephenshire, it said. Harmon had read the original nursery rhyme about this town’s origins, but he had never come across the actual lore that inspired it.
Fascinating, he thought as he read through it curiously. He had been engrossed in reading it when the shop bell rang, announcing that someone had entered.
“Sal!” Willow said. At the sound of that name, Harmon’s head turned, and he saw the same woman who was in the photograph with Willow. She was beautiful in person, and shortly after, she was followed by the man in plaid. The man pulled her into the café, his fingers laced between hers as they entered Willow’s Web. They’re a couple, Harmon surmised as they greeted Willow affectionately.
He turned away before they could see him, kept his head down, and approached the counter, careful to avoid them. Willow saw him and motioned to the end of the counter. “Here you go, sir. Thank you for waiting,” she said, sliding the drink over to him. He took it, saying nothing more, and hurried out of the café.
The cool wind hit his face immediately, and the sight of the rising sun just above the rooftops with the mist steadied him. That was close, he thought, crossing the street and distancing himself from the café.
Through the fog, he could see two headlights steadily approaching, and shortly after, a black Bentley stopped in front of him. His driver was just on time.
He slid into the backseat with his drink in hand. “Did you enjoy your walk, sir?” his driver asked as he settled into the backseat.
“Yes, thank you, Briggs,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee. It was nutty, creamy, and had a hint of cinnamon and something he couldn’t place. Was that pumpkin spice? He thought, as the heat warmed the top of his lip. “It was more than I expected,” he mumbled as his thoughts went back to the beautiful woman with dark hair at the café, and then the article about the witches. He pulled out the flyer for the art exhibit from his coat and read it while the car drove through the town as it slowly woke.






  
  Part One

Welcome to Autumn Town










  
  Chapter One

A Promise of a Lifetime


RAFA

Rafa listened to Sal’s soft, rhythmic breathing as they lay bathed in the golden light of the rising autumn sun. He traced the peaks and valleys of her body with his fingertips, his senses awakened by her soft skin. A soft, glimmering light from the diamond ring adorning her finger caught his eye as he took in the sight of her. This woman was his, wrapped warmly in a thick blanket, sleeping, safe and sound. 
Three years ago, the death of a dear friend led him to Sal. Claire’s death brought them together, their fates intertwined, and their love story began. The timing felt serendipitous. Three wonderful years with her, and the promise of a lifetime together. He couldn’t wait to marry her.
“Mmm?” Sal mumbled. She moved her hand on the white linen sheets as if reaching for something—or someone.
Instinctively, Rafa placed his hand over hers.
Sal opened her eyes as she turned toward him. “Good morning,” she whispered.
“Good morning, my love,” Rafa replied as he kissed her hand and rose from the bed. Sal stretched generously and reached for her wristwatch on the bedside table. He sat on the edge of the bed and put on his shirt. “I hope the roads stay visible for us,” he said, standing up. She supported her head with one hand as she displayed a teasing smile.
“Can’t we stay in bed longer?” she asked, letting the blanket fall loosely over her chest.
Rafa longed for nothing more than to lie in bed and hold her. “I’d love to, but we’re going to be late. We promised my mom we’d be on time,” he said, moving to her side of the bed.
She held his hand. “It’s just…” she said, biting her lower lip. “The art show is in a few days. I feel anxious. I feel the itch to go to Autumn Town and check that everything is in order.”
Rafa squeezed her hand in return and said, “It will be fine, Sal. You said it yourself; everything’s ready, and we have good people helping us.” Sal smiled the same way she always did when he tried to comfort her. “The art show will be a success, just like all your other projects,” he stated.
Sal’s eyes dropped to the bed. “Okay,” she sighed. “Let me get ready,” she said as she kissed him gently.
Rafa grinned under the softness of her lips on his. Then an incessant ringing from his phone caught his attention. He pulled himself away from Sal and reached for his phone. “Hello…?” he answered. The familiar voice of his personal secretary came through. He called to remind Rafa of a scheduled brunch with his mother. It wasn’t unusual to receive calls this way so early in the morning, though Sal never seemed to like it.
Sal had gotten up and walked over to the bathroom by the time the call ended. He followed to remind her about brunch at his family home, but the sight of her gently massaging serum onto her creamy skin stopped him. She stood with her back to him while facing the mirror as he took in the glorious sight of her. He couldn’t believe Sal was his. Her glossy dark brown tresses stopped just past her shoulders. Her lips commanded his attention as she gently slathered lip balm on them with her fingertips. A goddess in human form—the gravity of his existence, the axis of his desire.
She chuckled a bit. “You’re staring again,” she said, catching his gaze in the mirror with the same steady look that claimed him each night.
The sweet scent of her perfume filled the room. He approached and leaned in so he could breathe in more of her. “Well, you and your perfume are intoxicating,” he whispered and kissed her nape.
“Mmm.” She smiled and tilted her head to the side, allowing him to plant more kisses on her neck.
Their eyes met in the mirror, the moment narrowing to just the two of them. “Don’t worry about the art show,” he told her, and placed his hands on her shoulders. He felt her relax with his touch. “Now, get ready while I prep our coffee.”
She faced him and planted a kiss on his lips. Her lips tasted sweet from her honeyed lip balm, and it took everything in him not to postpone the family visit and stay there with her. But I promised Mom we’d go, he thought regretfully as their bodies parted and he left her to get ready for the day. He slipped on his trousers and prepared their morning coffee as promised.

      ***Rafa and Sal arrived at his family’s mansion in Medina late in the morning. His mother opened the front door as they walked up to the house.
Iris Tovar waved to them from afar and beamed, deep wrinkles forming at the sides of her eyes. “Hello, Sal.” She greeted his fiancée with a hug and then turned to him. “Hello, son,” she said with a lilt in her voice, as though he were still her little boy. Rafa felt that was how she still saw him. He was her golden boy. The only child out of her brood of four who took the reins when their father was too old for the demands of their multi-million-dollar company.
“Hello, Ma,” he said with reverence as he bent over to peck her on the cheek. He noticed that age was slowly claiming his mother each time he came home, and his heart softened at the realization. “The drive was scenic as usual on the way here,” he said, trying to make small talk as they entered the house. They matched her pace through the spacious foyer and toward the dining hall.
“Drives from St. Stephenshire are the best. Have you two eaten yet?” She gazed at him as though studying his face for signs of gauntness.
“We left in a hurry, Ma.” He smiled his usual smile, glancing at her with a look that begged her not to worry.
With a nod, his mother replied, “Well, luckily I cooked your favorite dish just the way you liked it back then.” They paused as she whispered soft hellos to her orchids when they passed by the indoor garden, also known as the orchid room, and then moved to the dining hall where, to his surprise, his eldest sister, Aveline, sat with her face buried in her e-reader.
“Achi1!” he said with a huge smile on his face.
Aveline turned, looking just as pleased to see him. “Hi, guys,” she said in a calm voice as she stood to hug him and then Sal afterward.
“How’s the art show coming along?” she asked Sal as she took her seat at the dining table again. “I hear many people are going.”
“It’s going well. I’ll do some last-minute checks tomorrow just so everything’s in order,” Sal replied as one maid took her coat.
“You’ll be there, right, Achi?” Rafa asked as he pulled the dining chair out for Sal to sit across his sister.
“Of course I will. Sybelle and Arthur won’t be able to make it, though,” she said with a grimace. “Sybelle is still in Milan, and Arthur is finishing his term papers.” She sat back at the dining table, looking disappointed.   
Their mother joined them in the dining room. She had with her a steaming pot of hot misua soup. Small and frail as she was, she labored to carry the large pot and placed it on the table. The maid was prepared to serve the soup, but she gingerly took the ladle and said, “No need, dear. Let me serve my children. They usually finish their portions when I’m the one who gives it to them.” She winked at them playfully.
Rafa took his serving and eyed the familiar sight of pork broth, meatballs, shallots, mushrooms, bok choy, and misua steaming in a bowl in front of him.
“My favorite dish from when I was a kid,” he said, as Sal slurped hers.
Aveline sighed. “Nothing beats Mom’s misua,” she said with a satisfied grin after helping herself.
“Ban ban chiah,” his mother replied, looking pleased, then turned to Sal, “It means eat slowly and savor the food, my dear.”
When they finished eating, Aveline asked, “Mom, why did you call us over?”
Their mom paused, then wiped her mouth before letting out a deep breath. “I wish it were about a joyous thing,” she muttered. She turned to Sal. “I’m sharing this with you too, Sal, because you’ll be part of this family soon, and you should know,” she said. Then her expression turned serious. “The business has taken a tremendous loss. We need to review our operations in Portland and Ashland. We’ll have to close one down.”
A pregnant silence filled the large dining hall until the sharp metallic drop of Rafa’s chopsticks broke the stifling quiet. “Last I checked, we’ve been meeting targets in Ashland. And the last time we discussed Portland, we agreed it needed some operational improvements but that it should stabilize in a year.”
His mother sighed. “Yes, but we discovered new information. That’s why I called you both here, so we could do damage control,” she said and looked away. “The funds for our Portland operations were misappropriated. I told our top partners not to worry, but the loss is…too big to ignore.”
Rafa could hear what his mother was saying, but he had trouble understanding how it could have happened under his very nose. He knew the ins-and-outs of the family business better than anyone and what was happening daily. “How come I didn’t see this?” he asked. “And who did this?”
His mother straightened her back, her gaze steady. “Because the pilfering was gradual, Rafa. It feels strategic too. It was Colette. We lost millions because of her.”
“But Colette’s been our operations manager in Portland for decades,” Aveline said, sounding surprised.
Their mother nodded. “I know, dear, which makes it even more disheartening. Our auditors found she was slowly moving money amounting to millions into various dummy accounts over the years.” She laced her fingers and said, “The auditor will be here shortly to discuss his findings with us.”
Aveline slumped in her chair, her palm on her forehead.
Rafa felt a soft and reassuring hand take hold of his knee. Sal… he thought, as though thinking her name would dispel all their sudden troubles. He immediately took hold of her hand and squeezed it gently, letting her know he was managing, but his stomach still churned. “Achi is right. Colette has been around for decades,” he said flatly, trying to stifle the frustration rising within him. “Ten years of audits only show part of it—she must’ve stolen more through the years.”
He knew he was right the moment his mother hung her head and clenched her fists. He wished, more than anything, that he wasn’t.
SAL

After Iris’s startling announcement over lunch, Rafa excused himself with his mother when the auditor arrived. Aveline kept Sal company in the orchid room and asked her questions about the art show, but Sal felt her companion’s attention was diverted. Aveline’s eyes would glaze over each time she answered, and she couldn’t blame her. A threat to the company meant a threat to their reputation, and if she knew Rafa, he would do everything to protect his family’s reputation.
“Some tea to calm the nerves?” Aveline offered.
Sal nodded and gave a quick grin in response. Aveline called for help, and the maid brought over a tray with a set of fine china teaware. Like her mother, Aveline insisted she pour for both of them instead.
Sal’s future sister-in-law bent over to pour the tea. She wore her black hair sleekly pulled into a bun, and her plum-colored outfit and yellow diamonds complemented her light and warm-toned skin. “I love your earrings,” Sal said. Talking about the art show made her nervous, and talking about the family business made Aveline nervous. So finding something else to talk about was tantamount. Sal observed Aveline wore a rotation of precious stones and gems in her wardrobe each time they met. So she presumed it was a more welcome topic of discussion.
Aveline looked up at her. Her hooded eyes slightly widened. “Oh? Thank you,” she said as she sat up straight and gracefully held her teacup on her lap. “I enjoy collecting colorful diamonds, and these are a particular favorite—they’re from my grandmother,” she said and took a sip from her tea.
Sal took a sip from hers too. For a moment, there was an uncomfortable silence.
“I loved that ring though,” Aveline said, her eyes focused squarely on Sal’s engagement ring.
Confused, Sal looked at her ring and fiddled with it. The round-cut, pale pink diamond ring shined brightly. “Did Rafa show this to you before proposing?” she asked.
Aveline frowned and tilted her head. “No…” she said, her voice trailing off as if Sal had said something strange. “Mom had that sourced from Australia and then had it set by our personal jeweler in Hong Kong for Rafa’s future wife. He was still single then. Sybelle and I called dibs on it after a while,” she said, smiling.
“Sorry to disappoint; it’s mine now,” Sal teased.
Aveline let out an astonished laugh. “No, no! It was fair game. We gained a sister in return.” She raised her teacup to Sal. “Rafa needs an extra set of eyes and ears in the business anyway,” she added before taking another sip.
Sal grinned and took a slow sip of her tea. She felt no malice or insincerity from Aveline. But there was a jab in her gut that she couldn’t quite place. Perhaps it was the last statement Aveline said, or the way she expressed exchanging a rare stone for a sister-in-law. For the rest of the conversation, Sal contemplated if she had just been compared to something with a predetermined purpose, cultivated and deliberately chosen to suit their needs, like the beautiful orchids that sat in the room.
Rafa finally emerged from his meeting with the auditor and flashed an assuring smile. He sat beside Sal, took her hand and gripped it twice, and joined the conversation as though nothing serious had just been discussed.
“Rafa, I just told Sal the backstory of her engagement ring.” Aveline quipped playfully. “Can’t believe you didn’t tell her.”
He raised his brows and smiled, “It didn’t occur to me to share.”
“It’s okay. I never asked either, so…” Sal shrugged, giving an awkward smile and sipped her tea after.
Aveline gave her a discerning look and put down her teacup, but before she could say anything Rafa interjected.
“That meeting took longer than expected,” he said as his mother joined them. “Sal and I have to get back to the cats. We’ll catch up again soon. Thanks, Ma, for the misua, I missed you.”
“Of course,” Aveline responded. His mother nodded, and they said their warmest goodbyes, promising to return soon.
The car ride on the way back was mostly silent. Rafa’s eyes were on the road, but his mind was elsewhere. After a while, he asked, “Can we listen to music, love?”
“Sure…” Sal responded, and she put on their favorite Spotify tracks. The silence between them continued until she asked, “So how was the meeting with the auditor?” The sound of Rafa’s hands gripping the wheel tightly made her turn to him. He stared pensively at the road, but Sal kept her gaze on him, as though urging him to respond.
Rafa’s jaw flexed. “It’s pretty serious…” he said in a low voice. “I’ll need to put all my focus on the business for now and mitigate the damage before I meet my partners.”
Sal looked away. “Does this mean I’ll see less of you at Autumn Town?” she asked, wondering if she should bring it up, and then asked, “or the art show?”
“Yes. But I promise to be at the art show,” he responded. “I also have to review all the payments Colette was handling. She was remitting the monthly payments to support Autumn Town, and I don’t know if she touched that too.”
She wondered what that meant for Autumn Town. They’d planned the art show because they needed more sustaining capital. The investment using Claire’s inheritance, Sal’s savings, and Rafa’s capital helped build Autumn Town, but the day-to-day expenses and investment needed to improve it required some buffer. Organizing the art show during the autumn equinox was meant to raise that buffer, and even if the art show didn’t sell as much as they’d hoped it would, Rafa’s financial support gave them a cushion — but now he couldn’t give her the same assurance. The art show has to go well, Sal thought, and her breathing became shallow. Autumn Town’s funds would deplete if it didn’t go well, and she’d be in the red. Everything she worked hard for to build this new life would be at risk. But what was life without a little risk? Sal thought. Her spirit would not be broken. She had tried so hard to live differently from her life in New York; maybe this was just a test, and she would meet it.
Rafa’s warm, firm hand gripped hers. His touch pulled her from her thoughts, and she instinctively laced her fingers in his. “I’ll be there, I promise, and everything will be fine,” he said, sounding unsure despite his words. It wasn’t like Rafa to sound doubtful about things.
Sal knew that when they got home, they’d talk through their schedules and plan everything out. She had grown used to that rhythm in St. Stephenshire—the cats, the calm, the quiet, the scheduled visits to Medina, running things at Autumn Town with Rafa. Those were the parts she looked forward to. They felt manageable. Predictable. But the parts that demanded something heavier of her—the financial strain of their art center, the looming wedding she had no energy to plan, the unspoken expectations that came with being Rafa’s future wife—those lingered beneath her skin. They surfaced in sudden waves of anxiety, only to be brushed aside and buried again.
He always said everything would be all right, and most of the time she let herself believe him. It was easier that way. Yet something serious hung in the air about their situation with his family business, something that required more than reassurance. Will it all really be okay? She wondered. This time, no steady voice rose to comfort her—only the weight of knowing she might have to step fully into a role she wasn’t sure she wanted.


1.
       Achi is an endearment or honorific in hokkien referring to the eldest sister in a brood of children. It is used by the younger siblings or younger cousins to show warmth and familiarity. 
    






  
  Chapter Two

Ramen and Dessert


SAL

The Next Morning



Sal promised herself when she built her new life in St. Stephenshire that she’d stop trying to please everyone. Admittedly, the constant struggle to unlearn ingrained habits from her upbringing and her days as a surgeon in a hyper-competitive field was taxing. If it weren’t for moving to St. Stephenshire, Sal would have recoiled into the emptiness of her former life. This small, enchanting town, nestled on the outskirts of Cottage Grove, had healed her. 
Sal took a sip of her favorite cup of coffee in her favorite café and peered out the window. The light from outside offered a faint amber haze throughout the entire coffee shop.
Each year, the town celebrated a most sacred day: the Autumn Equinox, a time when part of the world officially transitioned into the autumn season. With the equinox tomorrow, the shop owners and the mayor dedicated themselves during this peak season to their businesses.
Sal felt her knees buckle at the knowledge that she was going to launch one of the biggest events the town had ever seen tomorrow. The compulsion to make it a success was difficult to put into perspective. So much for trying to live outside of people’s expectations.
“Sal?” said a familiar voice.
“Hmm?” She blinked through her curtain bangs. Ted, her old friend and barista, was peering at her from behind the espresso counter.
“You were spacing out again. Everything all right?” he asked, sounding worried.
“Thanks, Ted, but I’m fine,” she said, looking down at her bag filled with pastries from Willow’s Web. “I’m just stress shopping for food,” she pulled a croissant out and took a bite. The buttery smoothness of the pastry offered her comfort. “Willow makes the best croissants, though,” she said with her mouth half full as she sipped her coffee. Maybe that was why she bought so many.
“It’s good stress, I hope?” Ted ventured as he folded his sleeves up and worked at the espresso machine. Sal gave a weak grin and shrugged.
Ted cocked a bushy brow. “Ah, it’s no use if it isn’t any fun. Both doing life and loving others come with drawbacks. In both cases, you just have to decide if it’s worth your time.”
“Not complaining, but sometimes I just wish things didn’t have to be so stressful, you know?” she said.
Ted offered a discerning look. “Sadly, all things worth having come with some sacrifice. That’s just how life works,” he said, and then perked up as though he had just remembered something. “Say, Sal, when are you planning the other event we’re all excited to attend?”
Confused, Sal tilted her head.
Ted responded with a chuckle. “My God, you forgot about your own wedding?” He shook his head and offered a good-natured tut-tut.
Sal’s palm found her mouth; her diamond ring sparkled brightly in the natural sunlight as she let out a light laugh. “Ugh! I’m just so focused on making sure the art show is a success. I mean, I owe it to Claire, don’t I?”
At the mention of Claire’s name, Ted gave a wistful sigh and nodded.
Of course, who could forget Claire Liang? She was the reason Sal was even in St. Stephenshire sipping Ted’s coffee and enjoying the fruits of her labor as she lounged in Autumn Town. If it weren’t for Sal’s hard work and Claire’s inheritance, the beautifully designed place filled with the warmth of friendship and community would not exist. The least Sal could do was pay homage to her late best friend by showcasing her artwork at the art exhibit proudly.
Ted prepped an order and served it to one patron at the other end of the espresso bar. “How’s the prep coming along?” he asked after he returned to Sal.
“It’s going,” Sal said, finishing her croissant and taking the last sips of her coffee. “I just have to make sure everything is perfect.”
“I’m sure it will be an amazing ode to Claire and your friendship,” Ted said, his voice cracking slightly as he became misty-eyed.
Sal reached out and squeezed his old, calloused hands. Ted sighed and nodded. Grief was best shared in small, bittersweet doses between old friends. But instead of letting the grief keep her, Sal hopped off the bar stool; her short legs ached from hanging too long without support. “You’ll be there tomorrow?” She turned to him as she lifted her groceries with one arm and labored a tote bag onto her shoulder.
“Of course I will!” Ted smiled.
Sal left Ted’s café and paused for a moment to savor the view of what they had built. Autumn Town—a place with glorious marble archways and mid-century fixtures that surrounded a beautiful center garden, where the gentle hum of instrumental music blended with the cheerful chatter coming from the shops filling its open halls that lined a lush pocket park. She strolled to the opposite side, cutting past the center garden, not worried about being late for her next appointment.
“Hello, Dr. Poe,” a familiar voice rang out as she walked into her cozy corner office. Michael McGuirre, her lawyer turned confidant on all things business, approached her as she set down her groceries and sat on the plush chair behind her old wooden desk.
“We’ve been through this, Michael. Only call me Doctor for formalities, and just Sal for everything else,” she said as she sat at her desk. “Glad to see you back from your vacation at the Riviera.”
“Sal,” he corrected himself, “and thanks. Glad to be home.” His characteristically deep eye bags seemed less prominent after vacationing. “I’m excited about the art show—it’s tomorrow, isn’t it? You must have your hands full.”
“You can’t imagine. Will you be going?”
“Of course I will. By the way, I have your papers. They just arrived at my office. Impeccable timing,” he said, pulling a folder from his briefcase.
Sal took the folder and opened it. Her eyes darted across the document as she smiled at its contents. “Thank you, but I thought you weren’t here on business.”
“I’m not,” he said. “Those papers were a favor, remember?”
She gave him an affectionate grin. “You’re the best, Mike.”
“I truly am.” He nodded kindly and went on his way.
As soon as Michael left, her smile faded. She dropped the folder on her desk and leaned back in the chair. The folder had all the documents required for their upcoming wedding. There was a list that also noted possible churches to pick for the ceremony. I don’t even know if we want a church wedding, Sal thought as she fiddled with her ring, and remembered what Aveline said yesterday. Fair game. We got a sister in return. It sounded sweet, but looking back, Sal couldn’t get past how transactional it sounded too. Was this ring—was the wedding—an expensive down payment for Sal as a wife?
It was poetic, in a sense—his mother purchasing a rare diamond ring, hoping for a daughter-in-law, and Rafa fulfilling its purpose by placing it on her finger. Almost as if she was destined to have that ring and marry him. But was she really? Was she everything Rafa wanted in a wife as she was? Or had she been chosen for a role she would be expected to fulfill? Expectations, yet again. Was there no escape from it?
A swell of pride would rise from being chosen by someone as discerning as Rafa, but a weariness washed over her. Her eyes wandered across her desk—pictures of herself, her cats, and Rafa stood bearing witness to her state of unrest. An intense pang of guilt hit her chest. “I need to get out of my head,” she muttered under breath. She would talk to Rafa about the wedding, and maybe about the ring too.

      ***Sal arrived home after a tiring day in Autumn Town to find Kimmy and Hana playing with each other.
“Meow!” said the little white tabby cat. Sal bent over to pick her up. “Hello, Kimmy,” she cooed, scratching the cat and listening to her purr.
She checked the wall clock and realized it was nearly dinner time. Her evening ritual was her favorite part of the day—eating a home-cooked dinner with Kimmy on her lap, a warm bath while Hana, her other cat, watched her turn into a raisin, and a phone call from Rafa before going to bed.
She put Kimmy down as her phone rang. She pulled her phone out of her leather tote bag and saw Rafa’s name and picture flash on the screen. It was a little too early for his call. Was everything all right? Immediately, she picked up the call. “Hello?” she said into the receiver.
“My love…” he said, his baritone voice soothing. “How was your day?”
Phone pressed to her ear, she relaxed, realizing there must be no emergency after all. Sal sank onto the tan leather sofa opposite the fireplace, melting into its plush comfort. “It was busy…yours?” she replied as she took a moment to close her eyes.
“It was busy, too,” he responded, sounding tired. “Now, open the door, my love.”
Sal’s eyes shot open as she sat up. “What do you mean? Are you here?” She walked to the front door and peeked through the window, surprised to see Rafa smiling at her from outside. She unlocked and opened it, and there he was. Her best friend, her confidant, her fiancé, and her home—Rafa, her Rafa.
His eyes lit up his face, almost camouflaging his exhausted smile as he lifted a plastic bag in each hand. “Your favorite.” He beamed.
She didn’t know what came over her. But in that moment, seeing Rafa made her breathing steady and her heart beat slower, and she wanted nothing more than to absorb him into her—a cure for her nervous soul. Sal ignored the bags and embraced him, his arms still outstretched. His scent of teakwood and neroli encapsulated her as she wrapped her hands around his broad back. He startled at first and then relaxed. All the nervousness and doubt within her suddenly dissipated.
“Was it a bad day?” he whispered.
Sal took a deep breath. “The art show—it’s just getting to me.”
Rafa wrapped his long arms around her, still holding the plastic bags. “Gyoza will help.” She could hear the smile in his voice.
She stepped out of his embrace and took the plastic bags. “You know what else would go well with these?” she responded with a satisfied grin, feeling better already.
“Your home-cooked ramen,” he said, and kissed her forehead.
Sal quickly prepared iced tea and the ramen ingredients as Rafa entered the cottage and proceeded to the kitchenette with the steaming gyoza in hand.
“Ah!” he hollered, nearly tripping over one of the cats. “I swear, one of these days I might accidentally step on Hana’s tail.” He slipped away from Hana, who was relentlessly rubbing against his legs. After setting the gyoza down, he rummaged through the treat cabinet.
“You’ll spoil her to death.” Sal chuckled.
“I can’t help it. I love creatures that love me back.” He looked at her and gave her a sly grin, which Sal playfully ignored.
She sauntered over to the turntable and put on a record of her favorite songs by Nat King Cole. While the music played in the background, Sal got busy in the kitchen.
He took a seat on the opposite side of the small kitchenette counter, watching her.
Sal wondered if this was the right time to talk to him about the wedding and the ring, and then concluded that she didn’t want to add more stress to their current anxieties. So she made small talk, which usually lightened the mood. “There were some really good ramen noodles on sale at the Asian mart,” she said, chopping up some spring onions.
“I was craving some great uni, like the one we tried on our Japan trip,” he said as he watched her prep the ingredients.
Sal took out some beef bone broth and simmered it with a mix of sauces. “Are you talking about the trip where you proposed to me after coming home?” Sal asked, eyeing Rafa and seeing him blush.
“I wasn’t sure if you were going to say yes,” he said. “Everything was planned, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask you. It always felt like it wasn’t the perfect time to propose just yet.”
Sal nodded as she remembered that day. They were exhausted and elated when they came back from the trip. After setting down their luggage, she made her way to the bedroom to change into more comfortable clothes. Then, as she walked out, there was Rafa, kneeling in the center of the small living room, his eyes alight with hope.
“I know this isn’t the most romantic proposal,” he began. “But I can’t wait for the next perfect moment when every moment I experience with you is already amazing.” He inhaled sharply and said, “I want this, and I want you. If I get to go home after every trip with you by my side, or even if I just get to eat your cooking and buy groceries with you for the rest of my life, I will be the happiest man alive. Be with me for a lifetime, Sal?” He reached for a small velvet box from his pocket, opened it, and presented the ring to her.
It was a large, round-cut, pale pink diamond ring that sparkled brightly. The look in his eyes, the way his lips trembled as he spoke, and the way his cheeks flushed—she would never forget how vulnerable he looked.
“I can’t remember anything after proposing except that you said yes. I was running on adrenaline,” Rafa said.
But Sal remembered clearly, and it was not something she wanted to bring up. Because he hadn’t noticed the one thing a woman in love could not do when being proposed to by the love of her life: she hesitated, though she said yes. How could she not when Rafa was bent on one knee, and looking up at her while offering his entire world?
“It doesn’t matter,” Sal said dismissively, lifting her hand to show her perfectly placed engagement ring. “Important thing is you got the girl.”
Rafa smiled.
This wasn’t the time to talk about her doubts about the wedding or the ring, not while he was so happy at the moment. I’ll talk about it after the art show, she thought as she grabbed two bowls and generously poured the ramen soup over the noodles and put on the toppings—medium-rare, pan-fried beef slices with garlic and salted butter, scallions, black garlic oil, corn kernels, asparagus, and egg yolks. “There,” she said with a pleased sigh, offering Rafa his serving.
Rafa helped himself while Sal stood opposite him barefoot, and slurped hot home-cooked ramen over the granite island. Sal let her gyoza cool down before stuffing it in her mouth. “By the way, where did you get these? They’re delicious,” she asked with her mouth half full.
“From Mr. Tanaka. He still likes to cook at night. I told him once that you loved his takoyaki and his gyoza, so whenever I ask, he cooks up a fresh batch.” He blew off the heat from his gyoza, and the hot steam swirled in the air as he ate it. “By the way, what’s up with that envelope?” Rafa said, pointing toward a brown envelope resting underneath piles of unopened mail on the console table nearby.
Sal’s eyes darted to the documents. Well, maybe this was her opening about the wedding and the ring after all. “Mm!” Sal said while still munching. “It’s from Mike. It’s reservation forms for a list of churches for our wedding.” She handed the envelope to Rafa.
Rafa wiped his hands and opened it. His eyes ran quickly over the document. “Sal…” he said, “we need to work on this if we’re to have a church wedding by spring.”
Sal went back to eating her gyoza. She let the heat settle from her food, not wanting to look Rafa in the eye. “Do we even want a wedding now? I mean, with everything going on with you and the family business, maybe we should delay it?” Rafa frowned. She clicked her tongue, realizing it sounded like she didn’t want to get married at all. She opened her mouth to speak again, but he responded before she could.
“We planned on getting married around this time.” He had stopped eating his gyoza. She could feel his gaze as she remained silent. “Don’t you remember?”
Sal locked eyes with him. “I remember,” she said, peering through her lashes. “There are just some things I need to fix before getting married. And…” She inhaled sharply. “I wanted to ask you something about the ring.”
“What about the ring?” he asked, his frown softening to a neutral expression.
“Aveline said something yesterday, and it’s been on my mind.”
“What did Achi say to you?” He cocked a brow, sounding slightly annoyed. Sal was unsure if it was toward her or his sister.
“She said nothing wrong,” she said, trying to ease the tension that was building. “But she told me the whole story of how this ring was selected, and it got me thinking…why did you choose me?” she asked, and raised her chin to look at him, as though to signal that she needed this properly answered if they were to move on from the topic in peace.
“I chose you because you’re everything I imagined my future partner to be,” he said it simply, like he was stating an obvious answer to a simple question.
Sal nodded and pursed her lips. “Which is what exactly?” she asked, fiddling with her gyoza. He needed to answer better than that. She wanted an assurance that things wouldn’t change, that he would love her as is and wouldn’t expect her to be more than what she was willing to be. She did not leave her previous life just to jump back into another rabbit hole of expectations brought about by marriage.
“You’re beautiful, you’re smart, you’re well-educated, and you can run things well,” he said. “I like that we have the same sense of humor.” He sauntered over to her and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I also love the smell of you…” He breathed into her ear and planted a kiss on her neck.
He pulled her into another embrace, and she rested her hands on his broad chest as he kissed her on the forehead. She took a deep breath and nodded, disappointed with his answer. Thinking that it wasn’t enough—that wasn’t what she wanted to hear.
“You said you needed to fix stuff before getting married. What do you need me to do?” he asked.
Sal bit her lip and looked up at him. “You expect us to move to Medina after we’re married, but how can I move all my stuff from here in time to get married by spring?” She floundered, trying to think up a good enough reason for her reticence without mentioning what was really on her mind. Now wasn’t the time.
“Is that all?” Rafa replied in a soft tone. “I’ll hire a good moving company.”
But that wasn’t all. Something still doesn’t feel quite right.
Rafa gave her an indiscernible look. “You don’t have to do things on your own. Even if you can…it doesn’t mean you should,” he said, and then held her hand. “We can talk about it next time. Ramen's getting cold, and the gyoza too.”
Sal’s heart softened at the tenderness of his tone. “Thanks for reminding me I don’t have to go through things on my own.”
He kissed the back of her hand and set it down as they returned to their dinner. After a few more slurps, Rafa let out a deep exhale. “Sal, you are the best,” he said, his cheeks flushed from the heat of the dish.
“Of course I am,” she replied with a wry smile.
Rafa bent over and kissed her. She tasted the salty and smoky remnants of the broth on his lips. “I’m going for seconds,” he announced, walking to the stove, trying to figure out how to put the ramen together by gathering the toppings again.
Sal put down her half-finished bowl. “Hey, hey! You’ll ruin the noodles.” Rafa beamed, eyeing her affectionately as she recounted how she prepared the ramen, even if she knew he was only half-listening.
He had his second serving, and she finished her first, and for the rest of the evening, they relished each other as their dessert.






  
  Chapter Three

The Art Cards from Nowhere


RAFA

Autumn Town

The art show opened in an hour, and the air in Sal’s office was ripe with anticipation, excitement, and dread. The art show would run for four days, and they hoped to sell most of Claire’s sculptures and the major collection, The Art Cards from Nowhere. Claire’s passing while she was creating it, and Sal completing it after her death, became part of the art show’s allure. There was something haunting and romantic about the completion of art after death. Even non-locals had taken the scenic trip to St. Stephenshire, if not for the emotional pull, then just out of sheer curiosity.
Sal had the frames strategically hung from the ceiling of the main hall at eye level, creating the illusion of floating and ornately framed cards upon entering the showroom. Willow designed fairy lights to line the pathway and steadily guide their visitors through the entire exhibit. Rafa had witnessed the planning and execution of the entire show and felt a swell of pride rise within him when he saw it come to life.
Rafa imagined how the coming visitors would view it—tall marble archways leading to the show would greet them after they’d traipsed through the garden. Then they would arrive at their final destination—an otherworldly collection of floating artwork among glowing cloud lamps that enticed them to step in further and discover the paintings of St. Stephenshire, with the redecorated exhibit hall making it appear they were floating in the clouds. Sal, Willow, and the art students had certainly outdone themselves. He recalled fondly how different this space looked back then, and how it all started.
It was a humid afternoon, and Sal had just emerged from her outdoor patio with flushed cheeks and red fingertips from fitting all the cards into specialized frames.
“It’s finally done, babe!” she exclaimed, pulling him by the wrist with surprising force. He nearly tripped on his way toward the large double French doors leading to the outdoor patio. As he regained his footing, he shifted his gaze to an interesting sight; on the worktable, he saw a collection of over fifty postcard-sized depictions of St. Stephenshire’s most visited places, each painted in gouache with haiku-style poems, framed in double-glazed frames that allowed one to view both sides of the painted cards in stunning detail. Sal chose double-sided frames, so they showed both the front and the back of the painting—like it was sealed inside a clear acrylic block, with wood lining the corners to hold it all together. Rafa remembered letting out a satisfied grin as he saw his fiancée’s hard work. Her skillful hands from her time as a dentist never left her, and the precision showed in her art. “I can’t believe Claire and I finally finished an art project together.” She beamed, her dark eyes shining like precious obsidian.
Rafa hugged her from behind. “Look at what you two created,” he said, and he
SAL
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