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      The Locket

      (Belbrook short story)

      When a small blue velvet pouch disappears, Margaret tells herself it doesn’t matter. She hasn’t opened the locket inside for forty years. Some things are better left closed.

      In the cool, fern‑filtered quiet of Belbrook, where exotic gardens meet native forest, the recovery of a small object becomes a reckoning with what has been avoided for decades.

      Some things are lost.

      Some are taken.

      And some return only when we are finally ready to look.
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      Marianne Doyle had not intended to cry in the Bellbrook Co‑op car park.

      She had intended to buy milk, a loaf of seeded bread, and perhaps the raspberry jam with the gingham lid that looked as though it belonged in a picnic basket. Instead, she found herself sitting in her small silver hatchback, hands still gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles, staring at nothing in particular while a wave of unexpected emotion rose from somewhere behind her ribs. The vinyl seat beneath her felt warm from the afternoon sun streaming through the windscreen, and she could hear the distant hum of traffic on the main road, punctuated by the cheerful ping of the shop's automatic doors as other customers came and went.

      It was ridiculous.

      She had planned this week for months. Every detail considered, every small freedom savoured in advance.

      A solo stay at Wren Cottage. Seven days. No obligations. No school timetable with its relentless bell schedules and marking deadlines. No sympathetic looks from well‑meaning neighbours who tilted their heads just so when they asked how she was managing.

      Just quiet. Pure, uninterrupted quiet.

      And yet, standing in the chilled aisle between the yoghurts and the orange juice, goosebumps prickling her arms from the refrigerated air, she had caught sight of a couple—late fifties perhaps—debating the merits of salted versus unsalted butter as though it were a matter of national importance. The fluorescent lighting had hummed overhead, casting everything in its peculiar greenish glow, while the faint scent of fresh bread drifted from the bakery section. The man had reached automatically for the salt, his wedding ring catching the light. The woman had rolled her eyes with practiced affection and placed the unsalted into the basket instead, their fingers brushing briefly in the exchange.

      The ease of it. The familiarity. The wordless choreography of a shared life.

      It had struck Marianne like a small, clean blow, sharp and unexpected as a paper cut.

      Three years since Peter. Three years of managing alone, of making every decision herself, of eating dinner in silence while the evening news provided the only voices in her house.

      She blinked now, pressing the heel of her hand briefly to her eyes, feeling the slight stickiness of tears she refused to let fall. The car smelled faintly of the lavender air freshener dangling from the rear‑view mirror—a gift from her daughter at Christmas that she'd forgotten to remove. This was not why she had come to Bellbrook. She had come to think about what came next, to plan rather than drift.

      Retirement loomed in nine months. Thirty‑five years of teaching art at St. Bartholomew's would close with a handshake and a modest cake in the staff room, the familiar smell of poster paint and charcoal dust finally fading from her fingers. The house in Melbourne felt too large and too quiet, its rooms echoing with memories and the persistent tick of the grandfather clock Peter had insisted on winding every Sunday. Her daughter lived in Sydney, two days' drive away, and was caught up in the whirlwind of raising twin toddlers. Her son worked in Adelaide and phoned when he remembered, usually while walking between meetings, the sound of traffic and his hurried breathing filling the spaces between words.

      What came next?

      She did not know. The question sat in her chest like a stone, heavy and immovable.

      That uncertainty had followed her all the way to Wren Cottage that morning, travelling as an unwelcome passenger despite the carefully curated playlist and the thermos of coffee she'd prepared for the journey.

      The cottage itself had been exactly as the photographs promised. Honey‑coloured stone weathered smooth by centuries of Devon rain, climbing roses just beginning to surrender to autumn, their petals scattered like confetti across the path. The windows caught the afternoon light as though they had been polished for her arrival, and she could smell the last of the summer jasmine clinging to the wooden fence, sweet and almost overwhelming in the warm air.

      Inside, everything was neat without being fussy. Soft blue cushions that felt like silk beneath her fingertips. A small writing desk near the window where dust motes danced in the slanted light. A welcome basket containing local biscuits that smelled of butter and oats, proper loose‑leaf tea, and a handwritten card in elegant script.

      Welcome to Wren Cottage, Marianne. We hope you find the rest you're looking for.

      It had felt personal. Thoughtful. The paper had been thick and cream‑coloured, the kind that whispered quality when you touched it.

      She had set her suitcase in the bedroom—hearing the springs of the old brass bed frame creak slightly as she tested the mattress—and stood for a moment in the centre of the living room, listening to the sounds. Not an oppressive noise. The country's sounds, bird song. The faint tick of a mantel clock. Bellbird calls and a louder bird calling somewhere beyond the hedge—a blackbird, perhaps, its song liquid and sweet. The old floorboards settled beneath her feet with tiny groans, and somewhere in the walls, the cottage's ancient timbers continued their slow conversation with time. She opened the front doors wide to allow all those nature sounds in.

      It had been exactly what she wanted. Exactly what she'd thought she needed.

      So why the tears in the car park now? Why this sudden tightness in her throat as she watched a young mother wrestling a toddler into a pushchair while balancing a shopping bag on her hip?

      Marianne drew in a slow breath, tasting the faint diesel tang from a passing delivery van. Because quiet did not erase loneliness. It only amplified it, gave it space to spread and settle like dust in an empty room.

      She reached for her handbag, the leather warm from the sun, and checked her reflection in the mirror. A capable face looked back at her—the same face that had managed parent‑teacher conferences and school inspections, that had smiled through Peter's funeral and learned to sleep alone in a double bed. Sixty‑two, yes. Silver threading through dark hair like frost on winter branches. Fine lines at the corners of her eyes that spoke of decades of laughter and concern in equal measure. But still her. Still Marianne.

      "You are not tragic," she told her reflection firmly, her voice sounding strange in the enclosed space of the car. "You are buying jam."

      She stepped out of the car, her shoes crunching on the gravel, and walked back toward the shop's entrance.
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