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PREFACE

This book began not as a story, but as a quiet daydream.

It began with the image of a woman standing in the ruins of the life she had planned, holding grief in one hand and a small, impossible hope in the other. If you have ever felt the physical weight of loss, if you have ever looked at the pieces of a future that no longer exists and wondered how you were supposed to keep breathing, then you know that a broken heart is not always an ending. Sometimes it becomes the ground where something stronger, softer, and more honest begins to grow.

The Garden Grows Where Fairies Roam is a magical love story woven from sorrow, memory, resilience, and the quiet wonder that can appear when life feels most impossible. At its heart is Jada’s journey: the shock of sudden loss, the silence of a home built on dreams that changed too soon, and the slow, imperfect work of learning how to live again. Through her garden, the grief bench beneath the old oak, the pond, the flowers, the memory box, and the small presence of magic, Jada discovers that healing is not about forgetting the love that came before. It is about learning how to carry that love differently.

This is a story about grief, but it is also a story about growth. It is about the strange ideas that can rise from deep pain, the fragile courage it takes to begin again, and the truth that love does not have to erase the past in order to make room for the future. New love, when it is honest, does not replace old love. It grows beside it. It honors what was lost while gently making space for what may still bloom.

My hope is that this book offers you a place to rest for a while. A place where sorrow is not rushed, where healing is allowed to be uneven, and where magic is not an escape from pain but a quiet reminder that wonder can still find us. May Jada’s story remind you that even after loss, there can be beauty. Even after heartbreak, there can be tenderness. Even in the quietest corners of a changed life, there can be room for hope, for second chances, and for a future more beautiful than you once believed possible.
CHAPTER 1

The Last Turn

There came a point in Jada Owens’s life when her dreams grew too loud to ignore.

They had not arrived all at once. They had gathered slowly, quietly, in the corners of ordinary days. They were there when she stood in traffic with one hand on the steering wheel and the other wrapped around lukewarm coffee. They were there when she folded laundry in the small apartment and imagined sheets drying on a clothesline instead of tumbling in a machine. They were there when Rae pressed her face to the window and asked, for the third time that week, if chickens liked being hugged.

For years, Jada had told herself that wanting a different life did not mean she was ungrateful for the one she had. The city had given her plenty. It had given her work, friends, noise, convenience, and a thousand bright distractions. It had given her Elias, too, though he liked to remind her that technically she had found him at a park fundraiser outside the city limits, standing beside a folding table and pretending he understood how raffle tickets worked.

But somewhere along the way, the city had stopped feeling alive and started feeling tight. The sidewalks felt narrower. The apartment walls seemed to lean closer. The sirens at night no longer sounded like movement; they sounded like warning. Even the morning coffee she once loved had begun to taste like hurry.

Then came the farm.

Not a grand estate, not the kind of place people photographed for magazines, but a small, weathered farmhouse tucked among rolling hills, with a porch that caught the morning sun and an old oak tree standing in the yard as if it had been waiting for them. The first time Jada saw it, she felt something in her chest loosen. The house needed paint. The fence leaned in places. The back field had more weeds than grass. But Jada had looked past all of that and seen sunlight, soil, space, and a future wide enough for her family to breathe.

Elias had seen the work first, of course. That was his way. He had stood beside her in the yard, hands on his hips, studying the uneven ground with that practical squint she loved.

“The porch steps need fixing,” he had said. “The gutters are a disaster. And I’m pretty sure something is living in the shed.”

Jada had turned to him, already smiling. “So you hate it?”

He had looked at the house, then at Rae running in uneven circles around the oak tree, her curls bouncing, her laughter scattering into the open air.

“No,” he had said softly. “I think it might be home.”

After that, the dream moved quickly.

They signed papers. They packed boxes. Elias sketched plans for the yard on the backs of envelopes and grocery receipts. Rae declared that she would be in charge of all future chickens and that every goat, if they got one, would need a name that sounded “fancy but friendly.” Jada accepted a small position at the local community center in the nearby town, the kind of job that would not make them rich but would make her useful. That mattered to her. She wanted to belong somewhere, not just live there.

And beneath all the plans, there was the deeper dream, the one she and Elias only spoke about in quiet moments. Another baby, maybe. More mornings at home. More dinners on the porch. More time spent together instead of passing each other like tired ships between work, errands, and bedtime.

Jada had grown up on a farm, and though she had spent years convincing herself she had outgrown that life, the memories had never left her. They lived in her body. She remembered the rhythm of summer mornings with her grandmother in the garden, the snap of beans between her fingers, the soft weight of tomatoes still warm from the sun, the smell of soil after spring rain. She remembered being barefoot more often than not. She remembered nights filled with crickets instead of traffic. She remembered feeling as if the world, for all its difficulties, still had room for wonder.

That was what she wanted for Rae.

She wanted her daughter to know that carrots came from dirt before they came from grocery bags. She wanted her to chase fireflies at twilight, to learn the names of flowers, to fall asleep tired from fresh air instead of restless from screens and noise. She wanted Rae to have space to be loud, muddy, curious, and free.

On moving day, the apartment looked as if a small storm had passed through it. Boxes sat in uneven stacks against the walls. Strips of packing tape clung to the counter. Rae’s crayons had somehow ended up in a saucepan, and Elias had left a half-finished cup of coffee on the windowsill, which was exactly the kind of thing he did when his mind was already three steps ahead of his hands.

Jada stood in the middle of the living room with a roll of tape in one hand and her phone in the other, staring at the last few bags by the door. The apartment, once crowded with their life, looked strangely hollow. The pictures were down. The bookshelf was empty. Rae’s drawings had been carefully peeled from the refrigerator and tucked into a folder marked IMPORTANT by Rae herself in purple marker.

For a moment, Jada felt the sharp little ache that came with endings. This apartment had been too small, too loud, too city, but it had held birthdays and burnt pancakes and late-night prayers. It had held the first time Rae called the moon “a nightlight for everybody.” It had held arguments, laughter, and the ordinary miracle of being a family.

Then her phone rang.

Elias’s photo lit up the screen: the two of them sitting on a park bench in their wedding clothes, sharing an ice cream cone because the caterer had misplaced the dessert trays and Elias had announced that no bride of his was ending her wedding day without something sweet. In the picture, Jada was laughing with her head tilted back, and Elias was looking at her as if the rest of the world had politely disappeared.

She smiled before she answered.

“Hello, my darling,” she said.

“Hello, beautiful,” Elias replied, his voice warm and easy. “Why are you still at the apartment?”

Jada glanced toward the bags by the door. “Because apparently we own more things than two adults and one very small chicken supervisor should legally be allowed to own.”

He laughed. “You were supposed to be on the road already. Rae and I are leaving in a few minutes with the last of the boxes. I wanted you at the house before us so you could open up and get settled.”

“I know, I know. I just had a few more things to grab.”

“You said that an hour ago.”

“That was before I found Rae’s emergency rock collection under her bed.”

There was a rustle on the other end, then Rae’s voice came through, bright and breathless. “Mommy! Don’t forget Mr. Buttons!”

Jada looked down at the sloth stuffed animal tucked safely into one of the bags near her feet. Rae had carried it everywhere since a zoo trip two years earlier, when Elias had bought it for her after she became deeply offended that real sloths were not available for adoption.

“I have Mr. Buttons,” Jada called into the phone. “He is traveling first class.”

“Good,” Rae said. “He gets nervous.”

Elias came back on the line. “She packed snacks for him.”

“Of course she did.”

“And she wants to know if goats eat waffles.”

Jada closed her eyes and smiled. “Tell her we are not feeding imaginary goats waffles before we even own real goats.”

A small pause followed. Then Elias said, softer, “You sound happy.”

Jada looked around the nearly empty room. Sunlight fell through the window and landed across the floorboards where their couch had been. She could still see, in her mind, the shape of their life here. But beyond it, brighter and stronger, she saw the porch, the oak tree, the open sky.

“I am,” she said. “I really am.”

“Good.”

His voice carried something gentle beneath the word. Elias had known how much this move meant to her, maybe even before she had fully admitted it to herself. He had listened when she talked about missing the land. He had held her hand when she worried they were being foolish. He had reminded her that dreams did not have to be perfect to be worth following.

“We’re going to be tired tonight,” he said. “The crew comes early tomorrow, and there’s still a lot to unload.”

“We’ll manage.”

“We always do.”

Jada swallowed around the sudden warmth in her throat. “Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For saying yes to this. For trusting me. For making room for something I didn’t know how to stop wanting.”

The line went quiet for a moment.

Then Elias said, “Jada, you and Rae are my room. The rest is just walls and grass.”

She pressed a hand to her chest, laughing softly because if she did not laugh, she might cry. “You are the best husband in the world.”

“I know.”

“Elias.”

“What? I’m practicing receiving compliments.”

“You’re impossible.”

“And still deeply loved.”

“Yes,” she said. “Very deeply.”

“Drive safe,” he told her. “Text me when you get there.”

“I will. You too.”

“We’ll see you soon.”

“I love you.”

“I love you more,” he said.

Before she could argue, Rae shouted, “I love you most!”

Jada laughed, the sound filling the bare room. “I surrender. I love you both most.”

The call ended, leaving behind a silence that felt full instead of empty.

Jada slipped the phone into her bag, took one last look around the apartment, and lifted the final two bags from the floor. At the door, she paused. For years, she had been waiting to leave this place, but now that the moment had come, she found herself whispering a small thank-you to the rooms that had held them.

Then she closed the door.

The city greeted her with its usual impatience. Cars pressed close. Horns sounded. People moved along the sidewalks with their heads bent toward somewhere else. But Jada felt strangely untouched by it all. Her car was packed tight, the back seat crowded with bags, a houseplant, Rae’s stuffed sloth, and a box labeled KITCHEN—FRAGILE, though she was fairly certain it contained mostly dish towels and one of Elias’s old baseball caps.

As she pulled away from the curb, her favorite playlist filled the car. Not too loud at first. Just enough to settle her nerves. Then, block by block, as the city loosened its grip, she turned the volume higher.

By the time she reached the highway, the windows were down and the wind was rushing through her hair. The skyline shrank in the rearview mirror, all glass and steel and memory, while the road ahead opened toward green.

Jada sang along to the songs she loved, not because she sounded good—Elias had once told her she sang with confidence rather than accuracy—but because the day demanded it. Every mile felt like a small victory. Every exit sign carried her closer to the life they had planned in whispers, sketches, and late-night conversations after Rae had fallen asleep.

She thought of Elias in the moving truck, one hand steady on the wheel, Rae beside him chattering about chickens and goats and whether a farm needed a welcome sign. She imagined him pretending to take her questions seriously, his mouth twitching as he tried not to laugh. She pictured Rae holding Mr. Buttons in her lap, giving him a full tour of the passing scenery.

The farther Jada drove, the more the world changed around her. Concrete softened into fields. Gas stations gave way to barns and long fences. Trees gathered along the road, their leaves flashing silver-green in the sun. The air smelled different when she stopped once to fill the tank—cleaner somehow, warmer, carrying the faint sweetness of cut grass.

The scent pulled her backward in time.

For a moment she was a little girl again, standing beside her grandmother in a garden row, dirt under her nails, sun on her neck. Her grandmother had believed every plant had a temperament. Tomatoes were dramatic. Rosemary was stubborn. Lavender was forgiving. Marigolds were protectors. Jada had not understood then how flowers could protect anyone. She only knew that her grandmother planted them at the edges of the garden every year, bright and bold as tiny suns.

Jada wondered what she would plant first.

Vegetables, certainly. Tomatoes. Lettuce. Basil. Maybe strawberries for Rae, though Rae would eat more than she picked. Elias wanted a pond eventually, something small with smooth stones and the sound of moving water. He had also talked about a tire swing under the oak tree, though Jada suspected Rae would insist on naming the tree before allowing anyone to hang anything from it.

The thought made her smile.

Her phone buzzed once in the cup holder, but she was passing through a narrow stretch of road lined with trees, and the signal flickered before she could glance down. She told herself it was probably Elias sending some ridiculous update from the truck. Maybe a picture of Rae wearing sunglasses upside down. Maybe a message saying they had stopped for snacks because their daughter had negotiated with the seriousness of a courtroom attorney.

Jada would answer when she reached the house.

The road bent west, then south, leading her through hills washed in late-afternoon light. Shadows stretched long across the fields. The sky seemed bigger here, impossibly open, brushed with gold at the edges. Her heart lifted with it.

This was it.

Not perfection. Not a guarantee. Just a beginning.

And sometimes, Jada thought, a beginning was enough to change the shape of an entire life.

When she finally turned onto the gravel drive, the farmhouse appeared between the trees, small and sunlit, waiting at the top of the rise. The porch glowed softly. The old oak stood broad and patient in the yard. For one breathless second, Jada could not move. She sat behind the wheel with both hands pressed to the steering wheel and let herself take it in.

Home.

The word bloomed inside her, tender and bright.

She parked, stepped out of the car, and stood in the quiet. No sirens. No upstairs neighbor’s television. No traffic pressing against the windows. Only wind moving through grass, birds calling from somewhere beyond the trees, and the faint creak of the porch as the house settled in the evening warmth.

Jada carried the first bags inside. The rooms smelled faintly of dust, wood, and possibility. She opened windows. She set Rae’s sloth on the kitchen counter so it would be the first thing her daughter saw when she arrived. She placed Elias’s baseball cap on the hook by the back door, smiling at how natural it looked there, as if the house had already made space for him.

Then she returned to the porch and looked down the drive.

Any minute now, she thought.

Elias and Rae would appear in the moving truck. Rae would tumble out first, too excited to wait for help with her seat belt. Elias would complain about his back while carrying three boxes at once because he refused to make two trips. They would eat takeout on the floor, laugh about the chaos, and fall asleep too tired to worry about all the work waiting for them in the morning.

Jada folded her arms around herself and watched the road.

Behind her, the farmhouse stood open and warm.

Ahead of her, the gravel drive curved out of sight.

And somewhere beyond that bend, the life she loved was still on its way.

CHAPTER 2

The Roller Coaster of Emotions

The farmhouse was too quiet for a house that was supposed to be filling with life.

Jada stood in the kitchen with her sleeves pushed to her elbows, unpacking glasses from a box marked FRAGILE in Elias’s bold handwriting. She had placed six of them in the cabinet already, though there were only three people coming home that evening. The extra glasses made her smile. They felt like a small act of faith, as if the shelves themselves knew this house would one day hold guests, family dinners, birthdays, holidays, laughter that spilled from room to room.

On the counter, takeout cartons waited beside paper plates. She had picked up dinner on the way in, knowing Elias and Rae would be hungry after the long drive. Elias would pretend he could keep unloading before eating, and Rae would dramatically announce that she was starving enough to eat a whole goat, which would lead to another serious conversation about whether goats were pets, friends, or possible waffle companions.

Jada smiled to herself as she warmed the food.

Outside, the late light stretched gold across the yard. The old oak stood wide and still, its branches touching the evening sky. Jada could already see where Elias would put the tire swing. She could see Rae running beneath it, hair loose, knees grass-stained, Mr. Buttons tucked under one arm. She could see Elias standing near the porch, pretending not to be proud of a fence he had repaired himself.

This was supposed to be the first night of the rest of their lives.

She set three plates on the small kitchen table, then changed her mind and moved them to the living room floor. They were too tired for manners. Tonight could be a picnic among boxes. Rae would love that.

Jada checked her phone.

No message.

She frowned, more out of habit than worry. Elias had been on the road for hours. He should have called by now, or at least sent one of his dramatic updates: Your daughter has eaten all the pretzels. Send help. Or, The sloth has requested better travel accommodations.

The screen stayed dark.

Jada wiped her hands on a dish towel and glanced out the window toward the driveway. Nothing moved except the tall grass at the edge of the yard.

“Probably no signal,” she murmured.

The countryside was beautiful, but it had already proven inconsistent about phone service. Still, a small uneasiness moved through her. Not fear. Not yet. Just a tug somewhere beneath her ribs.

She picked up the phone and pressed Elias’s name.

Before the call could connect, headlights swept across the kitchen wall.

Relief rushed through her so quickly she almost laughed. She ended the call, tossed the towel onto the counter, and hurried toward the front door.

“They’re here,” she whispered to the empty house, and the words sounded like a blessing.

She opened the door smiling.

A police officer stood on the porch.

For a moment, Jada’s mind refused to arrange the image properly. The uniform. The solemn face. The patrol car in the driveway instead of the moving truck. The officer’s hat held in both hands. None of it belonged in the picture she had been carrying all day.

“Mrs. Owens?” he asked.

The smile fell from her face.

“Yes,” she said, though the word barely came out.

“I’m Officer Daniels.” His voice was careful, the kind of careful that made the body understand before the mind did. “There’s been an accident involving your husband’s vehicle. Your husband and daughter have been taken to County Medical.”

The floor seemed to shift beneath her.

“No,” Jada said at once. Not as a refusal. As a correction. As if the officer had misunderstood something simple. “No, they were on their way here. They were almost here.”

“I’m very sorry, ma’am. I need to take you to the hospital.”

“Are they alive?”

The officer’s face changed. Not enough for a stranger to notice, maybe, but enough for a wife.

“Please get your purse,” he said gently. “The doctors are waiting.”

Jada did not remember locking the door. She did not remember grabbing her bag. She did not remember whether she turned off the stove or left the lights on or closed the box of glasses. One moment she was standing in the doorway of the farmhouse, and the next she was in the back of the patrol car, clutching her phone so tightly her fingers ached.

She called Elias again.

No answer.

She called again.

No answer.

The road to the hospital could not have been more than ten minutes, maybe fifteen, but time stretched into something shapeless. Every passing mailbox, every curve in the road, every wash of headlights across the windshield felt unbearable. Jada pressed her free hand to her mouth and prayed without words. She prayed in fragments. Please. Not Rae. Not Elias. Please. Let them be scared. Let them be hurt if they had to be hurt. Let them be alive.

Officer Daniels did not turn on the radio. He did not try to fill the silence. Once, he glanced at her in the rearview mirror and said, “We’re almost there.”

Jada nodded, though she had not heard him clearly. Her ears were filled with the sound of her own pulse.

At County Medical, the emergency entrance glowed harsh and white against the deepening evening. The patrol car stopped, and Jada was out before the officer could come around to open her door.

Inside, everything moved too quickly and too slowly at the same time. Nurses passed with clipboards. Shoes squeaked against polished floors. Somewhere, a monitor beeped in a steady rhythm. A television mounted in the corner played silently, closed captions rolling beneath a smiling anchor’s face as if the world had not just split open.

Officer Daniels spoke to the woman at the desk. Jada heard her own name. Owens. Accident. Family.

Then she saw it.

Mr. Buttons.

The sloth lay on a chair near the ambulance entrance, one soft arm twisted beneath him, his brown fur marked with dirt from the road. Rae’s sloth. Rae’s steady companion. The toy she carried to the grocery store, to bed, to the bathroom if Jada did not stop her.

Jada crossed the room and picked it up with trembling hands.

The sight of it broke something small and vital inside her.

A man in a white coat approached. His face was tired, kind, and unbearably serious.

“Mrs. Owens?” he said. “I’m Dr. Goldstein.”

Jada clutched the sloth to her chest. “Where are they?”

“Please come with me.”

“No.” The word slipped out before she could stop it. “Tell me first. Please. I need to know.”

Dr. Goldstein paused. Behind him, the hospital continued its impossible movement. People walking. Phones ringing. Doors opening and closing. Lives continuing in every direction except hers.

“Your husband was taken into surgery when he arrived,” he said softly. “His injuries were very severe.”

Jada stared at him.

“I’m sorry,” he continued. “We did everything we could, but Elias did not survive.”

The words did not enter her all at once. They hovered in the air between them, foreign and meaningless.

Did not survive.

She looked down at the sloth in her arms, then back at the doctor.

“No,” she said.

“I’m so sorry.”

“No, I just spoke to him.”

The doctor’s expression did not change.

“He told me he loved me,” Jada whispered.

“I’m very sorry.”

Her knees weakened. Officer Daniels reached for her arm, but she sank before he could fully catch her. The floor was cold beneath her. The world narrowed to tile, fluorescent light, and the impossible weight of the toy pressed against her chest.

Rae.

Jada lifted her head with sudden terror. “My daughter. Where is Rae?”

Dr. Goldstein crouched slightly so his voice could stay gentle. “Rae is in the pediatric ICU. She is alive. She has serious injuries, but she is stable right now. We are watching her closely.”

“Stable,” Jada repeated, because the word sounded almost like hope.

“She is fighting,” he said.

Alive.

The relief was sharp enough to hurt. It did not soften the grief; it collided with it. Elias gone. Rae alive. Husband lost. Daughter breathing. Her heart could not hold the two truths without tearing.

“I need to see him,” Jada said.

Dr. Goldstein hesitated.

“Please,” she said. “He is my husband.”

The doctor nodded.

He led her down a quieter corridor, away from the bright churn of the emergency room. Officer Daniels stayed behind after asking if she wanted him to call someone. She gave him her mother’s number because she could not imagine saying the words herself.

The hallway seemed endless. Jada walked with Mr. Buttons held to her chest, her body moving because the doctor moved, not because she had decided to follow. Each step felt borrowed. Each breath felt wrong.

They stopped outside a small room.

Dr. Goldstein placed his hand on the door handle and looked at her. “Take as much time as you need.”

Jada wanted to ask him to come in with her. She wanted to ask him to tell her again that there had been a mistake. Instead, she nodded.

The room was still.

Elias lay beneath a clean white sheet, his face quiet in a way she had never seen before. The sight of him emptied the air from her lungs. He looked like her husband and not like him at the same time. The familiar shape of his mouth was there. The line of his brow. The dimple in his chin that Rae liked to poke when he pretended to sleep. But the life that had made those features Elias was gone.

Jada walked to his side slowly.

“Elias,” she whispered.

No answer.

She touched his forehead with shaking fingers. She had done that a thousand times in their life together: brushed hair from his face, smoothed worry from his brow, teased him awake on Sunday mornings. Now her touch found only stillness.

“I’m here,” she said, her voice breaking. “I’m here, baby.”

Her knees weakened again, but she caught herself on the edge of the bed. Mr. Buttons was trapped between her arm and her chest. For a strange, terrible second, she imagined Rae asking why the sloth had been with Daddy and not with her.

“I don’t know how to do this,” Jada whispered. “I don’t know how to walk into that house without you. I don’t know how to tell Rae.”

The silence answered with a finality she could not bear.

She bowed her head over his hand and wept. Not loudly at first. The sound seemed to get lost somewhere in her throat. Then it rose, rough and wounded, from a place deeper than speech.

A nurse came in quietly and placed a box of tissues on a small table. She did not rush Jada. She did not speak until Jada finally lifted her head.

“I’m sorry,” Jada murmured, though she did not know who she was apologizing to. Elias. The nurse. God. Herself.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” the nurse said.

Jada looked back at Elias. She wanted more time. She wanted ten minutes before the accident. She wanted the call. She wanted to tell him not to drive. She wanted to keep him on the phone forever. She wanted a world that would listen when she said no.

Instead, she leaned down and kissed his forehead.

“I’ll carry you,” she whispered. “Every day. Every breath.”

Then, because somewhere in the hospital her daughter was still fighting to stay in this world, Jada forced herself to stand.

“Can I see Rae now?”

The nurse nodded. “Of course.”

The pediatric ICU was quieter than Jada expected. The quiet made everything worse. It made every beep clearer, every whisper sharper, every breath feel measured and counted.

Through the glass, she saw Rae.

Her daughter looked impossibly small in the hospital bed. Tubes and wires surrounded her, and one arm was wrapped and held still. Her face bore the soft, swollen traces of the accident, but she was there. She was breathing. A machine helped her, and the sight of it nearly undid Jada, but her chest rose and fell.

Jada pressed a hand to the glass.

“My baby,” she breathed.

“She’s stable,” the nurse said beside her. “The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours are important. The doctor will explain everything, but right now she is holding on.”

Jada entered the room as if any sudden movement might disturb the fragile thread keeping Rae there. She sat beside the bed and carefully tucked Mr. Buttons beneath Rae’s uninjured arm.

“Hi, sunshine,” she whispered.

Rae did not stir.

Jada brushed a curl from her forehead. The gesture was so ordinary that it nearly broke her again.

“Mommy’s here.”

Dr. Goldstein came in a few minutes later with another doctor, a woman from the pediatric team whose name Jada forgot almost immediately after hearing it. They spoke gently and clearly. Concussion. Broken arm. Internal bruising. Monitoring. Sedation. Hopeful signs. Possible waking in a day or two.

Jada listened to every word and understood almost none of them. She clung to the words that sounded like doors left open.

Stable.

Responding.

Hopeful.

When the doctors left, she stayed beside Rae and held her small hand with both of hers.

“Daddy’s gone,” she whispered, because the truth had nowhere else to go. “I don’t know how to say that to you when you wake up. I don’t know how to say it without breaking both of us.”

The machines answered in their steady language.

“But you’re here,” Jada continued. “And I’m here. And we are going to breathe until breathing becomes living again. One breath at a time.”

She began to sing the lullaby Elias used to hum when Rae could not sleep. Her voice cracked on the second line, then again on the third, but she kept singing. Rae did not wake. She did not squeeze Jada’s hand. There was no miracle, no sudden opening of eyes.

But she breathed.

So Jada sang.

By midnight, Karen arrived, still wearing the cardigan she must have thrown on in a panic. Jada’s mother walked into the ICU room, saw Rae in the bed, and covered her mouth with both hands.

Jada stood, and Karen pulled her into an embrace so tight Jada thought she might disappear inside it.

“He’s gone, Mama,” Jada said against her shoulder.

“I know, baby,” Karen whispered, crying now too. “I know.”

The first night passed in fragments. Doctors came in and out. Nurses checked monitors. Karen made calls Jada could not make. Officer Daniels returned once with information Jada did not want and papers she could not bear to look at. Somewhere beyond the hospital walls, the farmhouse waited with takeout on the counter and glasses in the cabinet.

Jada did not sleep.

The second day blurred into the third.

Rae woke just after dawn, not all at once but slowly, as if she were climbing back from a place too far away. Her eyelids fluttered. Her fingers moved against Jada’s palm.

Jada stood so quickly the chair scraped the floor.

“Rae?”

Her daughter’s eyes opened, unfocused and heavy.

“Mommy?” Her voice was small and rough.

Jada bent over her, tears falling before she could stop them. “I’m here. I’m right here.”

Rae’s gaze drifted, searching. “Daddy?”

The room seemed to hold its breath.

Jada looked at Karen, then back at Rae. There was no gentle way to place such a truth into a child’s hands. No arrangement of words could make it small enough.

She brushed Rae’s hair away from her face.

“Daddy was hurt very badly in the accident,” she said, each word costing her. “The doctors tried to help him, but they couldn’t save him.”

Rae stared at her.

“No,” she whispered.

“I’m so sorry, baby.”

“No.”

Jada climbed carefully onto the edge of the bed, mindful of the wires and bandages, and wrapped herself around her daughter as much as she safely could. Rae cried then, a thin, broken sound that seemed too old for her small body. Jada held her through it, whispering that she was there, that she loved her, that Daddy loved her, that nothing about love had ended even though everything felt changed.

For the next week, the hospital became their world.

Rae slept, woke, cried, asked the same questions, forgot some answers, remembered others too sharply. Jada learned the rhythm of medications and therapy appointments. Karen brought clothes, soup, and silence when words were too much. Family came and went in careful visits. Elias’s parents stood beside Rae’s bed with grief folded into every line of their faces. They hugged Jada as if she were both daughter and wound.

The funeral was delayed until Rae could leave the hospital for a few hours. Jada did not know whether that made it better or worse. She only knew she could not bury Elias without their daughter there.

On the morning of the service, the sky hung low and gray. The church smelled of lilies, Elias’s favorite, though their sweetness felt almost cruel. Too alive. Too bright. Too full for a room built around goodbye.

Jada sat in the front pew with Rae curled against her side. Rae’s arm rested in a sling, and Mr. Buttons sat in her lap wearing a small black ribbon Karen had tied around his neck. Rae had not spoken much that morning. She held the sloth with one hand and Jada’s fingers with the other.

The pastor spoke of Elias’s kindness, his laughter, his devotion to his family. People nodded. Some cried quietly. Jada heard pieces of it as if from underwater.

Elias loved deeply.

Elias served generously.

Elias leaves behind his wife, Jada, and his beloved daughter, Rae.

Beloved.

Leaves behind.

The phrases floated around her, polished and impossible. Elias had not left them. He would never have chosen to leave them. That was the part her mind kept returning to, again and again. He had been on his way home. He had been carrying boxes and Rae and the rest of their future.

Beside her, Rae leaned forward, staring at the closed casket.

“When does he come back?” she whispered.

Jada closed her eyes.

Karen, seated behind them, made a soft sound of grief.

Jada squeezed Rae’s hand. “He doesn’t come back the way we want him to, sweetheart.”

Rae’s face crumpled, but she did not cry loudly. She pressed her face into Jada’s side and held on.

Unseen by them, high in the branches of the silver birch outside the church window, Faelan watched.

She was no larger than a thumb, with wings fine as veined leaves and a glow soft enough to be mistaken for light passing through rain. Sorrow moved through the humans below in heavy waves, and she felt each one tremble through the roots beneath the earth.

She wanted to go to them. She wanted to land on Jada’s shoulder and whisper what grief could not yet hear: that love did not vanish, that endings were not always empty, that the soil of the heart could hold more than sorrow.

But Jada’s pain was too new. Too human. Too sharp for magic to touch without becoming an intrusion.

So Faelan stayed hidden.

Not yet, she whispered into the wind.

A faint warmth moved through the churchyard, no stronger than sunlight behind clouds. It brushed the windows, stirred the lilies, and settled for a breath over the mother and child in the front pew.

You are not alone, Faelan thought. Not yet. But soon.

After the service, people approached Jada in a blur of dark clothing and soft voices. They said they were sorry. They said Elias was a good man. They said to call if she needed anything. Jada nodded, accepted embraces, thanked them because that seemed to be what a person did when the world had ended and everyone else still expected manners.

At the cemetery, Rae stood before the grave and traced the letters of her father’s name on the program in her hand. Not the stone yet. The stone would come later, they told her. Everything came later now. Paperwork. Headstones. Insurance. Therapy. Bills. Grief arrived all at once, but the world processed it in appointments.

That night, back at the farmhouse, the silence was no longer peaceful.

It filled every room.

Elias’s shoes were by the back door, still dusted from the apartment move. His coffee mug sat near the sink where Jada had left it. The takeout from that first night had been thrown away by Karen, but Jada could still smell it when she entered the kitchen, or imagined she could. The glasses she had unpacked remained in the cabinet, six clean rows waiting for a life that had narrowed to two.

Jada tucked Rae into bed. Her daughter’s room still smelled faintly of bubblegum shampoo and crayons, though most of the boxes remained unopened. Rae clutched Mr. Buttons to her chest.

“Can I sleep with the light on?” Rae asked.

“Of course.”

“Can you stay until I fall asleep?”

Jada sat beside her. “Always.”

Rae stared at the ceiling for a while. “Did Daddy know we got here?”

Jada’s throat tightened.

“I think Daddy knew we loved him,” she said. “And I think he knew we were all going home.”

Rae turned her face toward the stuffed sloth. “I don’t like home without him.”

Jada laid a hand over her daughter’s hair. “I don’t either.”

She stayed until Rae’s breathing slowed. Then she stayed longer because leaving the room felt like another kind of loss.

When she finally walked into the living room, she did not turn on the lights. She sat on the couch among half-unpacked boxes and stared at the ceiling.

What now?

The question did not come with an answer.

She did not know how to pay the bills without Elias’s income. She did not know how to explain death to a six-year-old in a way that did not sound like abandonment. She did not know how to sleep in a bed that still expected another body beside her. She did not know how to be a widow when she had only just been a woman moving into a farmhouse with her husband and child.

But Rae needed breakfast in the morning.

Rae needed medicine.

Rae needed help getting dressed with one arm.

Rae needed someone to remind her that she was safe, even if Jada was no longer sure safety was a promise the world could keep.

So Jada stood, washed her face, and checked the lock on the door.

For now, that had to be enough.

The next few months did not pass so much as accumulate.

They gathered in therapy appointments, insurance calls, condolence cards, unopened boxes, and nights when Rae woke crying from dreams she could not explain. They gathered in Jada’s body as exhaustion. In her shoulders. In her jaw. In the ache behind her eyes. Every day required more strength than she believed she had, and every day somehow ended with both of them still there.

Rae began physical therapy first, then grief counseling. Some days she spoke about Elias easily, telling her therapist how he burned pancakes and sang the wrong words to songs on purpose. Other days she refused to say his name and hid behind Mr. Buttons until the session was over.

Jada understood.

Some mornings, she could talk about Elias with a calm that almost frightened her. Other mornings, the sight of his baseball cap by the back door sent her to the floor.

She tried unpacking the house. Then she tried packing Elias’s things. Neither task seemed possible. His shirts belonged in the closet because he had worn them. His shoes belonged by the door because that was where he had left them. His mug belonged beside the sink because moving it felt like admitting he would not come back to use it.

So the farmhouse became a place half-lived in and half-preserved.

Outside, the yard grew wild.

The grass climbed high around the porch steps. Weeds overtook the edges of the driveway. Broken branches lay where storms had dropped them. The back field, which Elias had once studied with such bright practicality, became a tangle of green neglect.

Jada avoided looking at it for as long as she could.

Then one afternoon, after a therapy appointment that left Rae asleep in the car before they reached the driveway, Jada stood at the edge of the property and finally let herself see it.

The dream had become overgrown.

The place Elias had imagined shaping with his hands now looked abandoned. The oak still stood in the center of the yard, steady and patient, but everything around it seemed to accuse her.

Maybe I should sell it, she thought.

The thought came quietly, but it frightened her. Sell the farm. Move back to the city. Find an apartment. Return to a life small enough to manage. A life without so much space for absence to echo.

But then she looked at the oak tree and remembered Rae running around it on the day they first saw the house. She remembered Elias saying, I think it might be home.

Jada wrapped her arms around herself.

“I can’t do this alone,” she whispered.

The wind moved through the tall grass, bending it gently toward the house.

That night, after Rae fell asleep, Jada sat at the kitchen table with her laptop open. She searched for landscapers in the area. Most of the names blurred together, but one made her pause.

Peaceful Gardens and Landscaping.

She stared at the words.

Peaceful garden.

The phrase touched something tender in her. Not happiness. Not hope, exactly. But a place where hope might one day fit.

She clicked.

The business had good reviews. Practical. Reliable. Kind. One customer wrote, Marcus listens to the land before he changes it. Another wrote, He helped me make something beautiful from a yard I had given up on.

Jada read that sentence three times.

Then she filled out the contact form before she could talk herself out of it.

Marcus arrived two days later in a white pickup truck with a small company logo on the door. He stepped out slowly, as if he understood that sudden cheerfulness would be wrong here. He was in his early thirties, broad-shouldered, sun-worn, with dark locs tied back and a clipboard tucked beneath one arm.

“Mrs. Owens?” he asked.

“Jada,” she said, because Mrs. Owens sounded both too formal and too painful.

“Jada,” he repeated gently. “I’m Marcus. Thank you for calling.”

She nodded and looked toward the yard, embarrassed by its condition. “It got away from me.”

Marcus did not rush to reassure her. He simply looked at the tall grass, the leaning fence, the broken branches, the stubborn weeds pushing through places Elias had once planned to clear.

“Life does that sometimes,” he said.

The simplicity of the answer nearly undid her.

They walked the property together. Jada pointed to the places Elias had talked about: a vegetable patch near the sunniest part of the yard, a butterfly garden close to the porch, maybe a small pond one day if they had the time and money. She heard herself say we at first, then corrected herself so quietly Marcus pretended not to notice.

Rae came outside halfway through the walk, holding Mr. Buttons in one hand. She stayed close to Jada at first, studying Marcus with solemn suspicion.

“This is Rae,” Jada said.

Marcus crouched just enough to meet her eyes without crowding her. “Hi, Rae. I’m Marcus.”

Rae lifted the sloth. “This is Mr. Buttons. He doesn’t like loud tools.”

Marcus nodded with complete seriousness. “Good to know. I’ll warn him before I use anything noisy.”

Rae considered this. “Do you know about goats?”

“A little.”

“Do they eat waffles?”

“Only if they have poor supervision.”

For the first time in weeks, Rae almost smiled.

Jada looked away quickly, afraid that if she watched the expression too closely, it would vanish.

They continued toward the oak tree. Its branches stretched wide above them, casting shade over the wild grass below. Elias had wanted the tire swing there. Jada had not been able to think about it without feeling the sharp edge of everything they had lost.

Marcus stopped beneath the tree and looked around.

“What do you want this space to become?” he asked.

Jada almost laughed. The question felt too large. Too unfair. What did she want anything to become now?

She looked at the tangled weeds. She thought of Elias’s hands sketching plans in the air. She thought of Rae’s nightmares, of the hospital, of the silent rooms, of the coffee mug she still could not move.

“I don’t know,” she said.

Marcus waited.

Jada pressed her fingers into
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Facing the Firsts
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Small Details, Big Moments























































































































































































































CHAPTER 5

A Journey of Hope 
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A Garden Party













































































































































































































































































​CHAPTER 7

Moving Forward














































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 8

​When the Circle Grows














































































































































































































































































































​CHAPTER 9

​Secret of the Garden
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​The Heart of a Secret
































































































































































































































































































​CHAPTER 11

​The Big Disappointment
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​Small Chances































































































































































































































































































































​CHAPTER 13

​What You Hear in the Quiet
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​Dancing in the Kitchen
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​Markets and Memories
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​Trellis and Truth
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CHAPTER 17

A Garden Is a Place for Roots




































































































































































































CHAPTER 18

​The Reckoning
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​​The Journey Home​
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​Petals and Promises
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